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Prologue: Cthulhu Awaken 


Author's Notes: 


This seemed like a fun AU to write, for the angst potential, and to put my medical terminology to use when | 
can. All Cliff's fictional doctors and nurses, unless otherwise noted, will have names when mentioned derived 
from original characters of my earliest (unpublished) writing, and combinations and variants of a few friends. 
Hoping to be well into the main action by the time the reveal comes, but I'm having a blast writing this so far, 


so Merry Ficmas (in July!) to Akichin! 


May | have your attention please? Continental Airlines flight 687 leaving from gate ZA at 8:00 PM to Newark has 
now been cancelled.. US Airways fight 212 leaving from gate ME to Charlotte has been further delayed from 1:00 
PM to 7:30. Please stand by and be alert for further updates.. Northwest Airlines flight 194 leaving from gate IB 
to Jacksonville remains delayed, but have sent an update that the aircraft is now on an approach course and will 
be landing shortly. If you are on that flight, please listen closely for instruction, as that aircraft is arriving We willl 
be attempting to have it depart as soon as the aircraft is prepped and the way is seen clear from the control 


tower. If you have more questions about the status of those flights or others, please proceed to the designated 


customer service location for your concourse. 


"Thank fock we're not dealing with that," said Lars from where Metallica sat camped out in an airport terminal 


in Chicago. "It's bad enough." 


They were stranded while the outer reaches of a December, midwestern storm struck at the airport, and 
blocked the path of just about every departure to the North, and any direction East that didn't also trend far 
South. 


So long as they looped around Colorado, the way West and homeward bound was tame by comparison. A detour 
wasn't difficult to take when equipped with a private charter. The only thing standing between them and 
departure was a clear window in the storm gusts to allow a smaller jet to take off safely -and takeoff would 


be plenty rough even with a go-ahead from air traffic control. 


"| get just the slightest fear we're gonna learn a new definition of head banging with this takeoff," said Kirk, 


voice tinged with nerves. 


"Hey, at least you all will be home for Christmas." Jason had given up on on his plan of trying to get a flight 
straight to Michigan from the last stop of the tour before the break. With the wrath of this storm, he'd 
spend less time waiting for it if he went back to California and tried to get a last-minute flight in on Christmas 
Eve, even with the added distance. 


None of the others reacted to his statement, though. He might as well have not said anything. 


"I think I'm gonna add to my horror collection for Christmas," said Kirk "I'm getting excited to figure out what 


it's gonna be." 


"l'Il just be excited for some focking downtime -if there even is such a thing. What do you want for Christmas, 
James?" asked Lars, watching the snow swirling through the air outside the terminal in the bitter cold air 


they'd all soon leave behind for the kinder, California warmth. 


James stared out the same windows, eyes heavy-lidded and with a mile-long, drunken stare. He watched 
luggage carts serving the larger commercial jets slipping ever so slightly as they turned corners on the icy 
concrete platform outside the gate. A 157 in Northwest livery, easy to spot through the snowy fog by its red 
tail, took a bouncy landing on the runway and its nose shifted from side to side as it came to a stop on the 
runway fighting the crosswind. Though the heat was cranked high enough inside to make the large glass panes 
fog at the edges and the jolly tunes of Christmas classics continued over the speakers through the building, 
James shuddered to the cold world outside, seeming to go numb with it. 


"ll bet you could guess," he finally muttered. "But | already gave up on it a long time ago." 


Lars huffed a sigh and got up to make his way to the public phones. A call home would kill some time. And the 


weather would surely attempt to spite him when the talk became good by creating a clearing just long enough 


to get them taken off and safely above the clouds. 


Had it been 1985, they'd have likely been plowing their way down the highway on a bus, already halfway home, 
and likely out of Illinois before the storm had a chance to bear down on it. Had they chosen to go that way, 


they still would have likely had the same outcome now. 


The thought of riding overnight on a bus though, and especially in cold weather, was too much for Lars, 


James, and Kirk to stomach. The extra time waiting in the airport was worth the peace of mind. 


| doubt itll happen too, Lars thought as he dialed the phone and scoffed at the overly-cheerful sound of Perry 
Como's "Home for the Holidays" playing overhead. But itd be really focking cool if Ciff did come back for 


Christmas. 


But the odds of someone waking up fully functional after a decade-long coma with no response to external 
stimuli, save for the occasional muscular reflex, were little-to-none. That would take a miracle and a half, and 


an insane amount of good luck. 


And while Metallica had risen to a pinnacle of fame and power in the industry, they'd had enough of a past for 
Lars and James both to doubt they had that much luck. 


Three nights later, in a San Francisco Hospital, an unusually quiet evening shift for the standards of Christmas 
Eve was taking the one turn for the unexpected that even the most experienced staff with more than their 


fair share of horror stories weren't ready to believe. 


The youngest, newest nurse in the ward came sprinting down the hallway from the three rooms she 
constantly watched. Having been unable to get an answer on the PA call button from the room, she skidded to 


a stop in the main nurse's station of her section, hollering out. 
"Call for the doctor!" 


The oldest, supervising nurse cast her the baleful look reserved only for rookies who acted foolish, or made 


their greenhorn status painfully noticeable. 


"Angela Pascalino, this is a hospital," she said condescendingly. "We have regulations against noise and running - 


not to mention abandoning your post before calling-" 


"-Nobody answered, and it couldn't wait to try again," the young, resident nurse insisted. "Coma patient, ten 


years -his vitals started jumping, and he's awake, | swear it-" 


Greenhorn or not, the eldest nurse had earned herself a reputation for being plenty tough, and not afraid to 


stick anyone in their place and lay down the law. If someone dared to challenge her, there was a reason, and 


the doubt seemed to get sucked up the air vents on the spot. 


Everything around the long-term ward seemed to move in slow-motion from those words forward. Other 
nurses and security guards began pulling phones from hooks, shouting orders over the intercom, and grabbing 
carts. All regulations against running and making excessive noise in the hallway were temporarily thrown to the 
wind. 


"Dr. Lindenwood to the long-term ICU!" 

"We need a pulmonary tech!" 

"Glasgow Coma Score has risen from 5 to I Make that lO! He's attempting words against the tube!" 
“Someone contact the on-call neurologist as soon as we stabilize vitals.. 


The older, supervising nurse got up and made the walk down the hall to confirm the rookie nurse's observation 
amidst the chaos, where she was met with the tall lanky, auburn-haired man -far thinner than he'd been 
when he'd permanently entered that hospital a year into his coma -staring toward her with panicked, wide 
brown eyes, and fighting just to lift an arm and form a grasp around the tube down his throat, which he 
choked against with muffled moans. 


"Glasgow Coma Score is now a 13," reported the youngest nurse, updating the wall chart as his eyes remained 


fully open without any applied stimulus. 


Whether or not he was fully functioning, he was aware of the commotion around him enough to be frightened. 
And he was aware of the breathing tube down his throat. The tube which had kept him from choking when 
he'd shown no ability to swallow, while he breathed through for ten years on his own with the help of a CPAP 
combination to keep the way clear, never needing a full respirator. Now it choked him as he tried to swallow 


against it. 


"Hold it!" the older nurse shouted in her voice that had turned raspy with age, but still held the same 


command from her days of leading paramedic rescue teams. "Right there! Don't you move until | say." 


A nurse specializing in respiratory support came in and unplugged one of the countless wires on one of many 
machines, and a roar resembling a vacuum came to a stop, revealing different sets of unsteady beeping 


clashing with silence. 


The positive air pressure against the breathing tube stopped, and though labored and gagging against it, he 
sucked in a healthy inhale that made his bony shoulders rise, pushed out an exhale that brought them down, 
and repeated the process with slightly more ease each time. 


The respiratory nurse nodded and the older nurse pointed commandingly at the rookie, who took a syringe to 
some small piece to the rubber tube connecting the man's mouth to the hose. 


He felt the tube shrink in his throat as the cuff securing it in place and sealing his trachea deflated, losing its 
air to the syringe. 


"Cough," ordered the younger nurse, taking hold of the tube, eyes staring off distantly as though she had gone 
into some state of shock and disbelief, and had only continued her functions by the muscle memory that had 
already been deeply drilled into her. 


The man coughed and as his glottis expanded, the tube came gliding out. He panted and lay back as his gag 
reflex finally let up. 


"Kirk," he murmured, semi-deliriously. "James, Kirk.. Lars.” 


"Calm down, sir," the older nurse warned sternly, picking up a clipboard. "If you can, | need you to give me your 


full name and date of birth" 


"Clifford Lee Burton," he rasped out, swallowing against a bone-dry throat. "February tenth, 1962 -oh, fuck, if 


you could call me ‘Cliff .and maybe, get me something to drink? Please?" 


The nurse continued. "What year is it, to your last ability to recall?" I+ wouldn't rule out the possibility of 


amnesia, but his response would ultimately spell the prognosis of how likely recovery was. 
"1986." 
The nurse wrote something on the clipboard and set it down, and Cliff swallowed dryly. 


"Welcome back, Mr. Burton, or Cliff, as you prefer. There's quite a lot we need to take care of tonight, ard | 


have to warn you that some of it may come as a shock" 


Tied To Machines That Make Me Be 


Author's Notes: 
Just winding up some angst and suspense before the roller coaster hits the drop hill.. 


The first week back in the world of living, and after waking up in the 40s, was hell for Cliff. 


It wasn't that he wasn't happy and grateful to be alive, or that he couldn't handle the changes. Already, 
without even leaving the hospital, there were so many cool-looking things around him even his own imagination 
couldn't have dreamed up. But slowly plugging the holes in his memory back up, coming to terms with just how 
much time in his life he'd missed, and regaining the very minimal physical strength he had were tasks 
physically, mentally, and emotionally exhausting. 


Reuniting with his father three days into recovery, once he'd been deemed stable enough, was tough. It was 
good, but Cliff couldn't remember a more overwhelming experience in his lifetime. Even the crash, which 
beyond the impact he didn't have much recall of, hadn't been so painful. Nor was realizing the time he'd had 


flashes of awareness in the dark, wondering where everyone was, had been ten whole years. 


Finding out that he'd woken up on Christmas Eve made him feel that his awakening was the ironic mix of a 
Christmas miracle and a sick joke. 


It seemed after that day of first reunion, when everything about where he was became foo real, Cliff couldn't 
sleep at night. He'd slept for ten years, and his body wanted nothing to do with shutting off for more than a 


couple of hours for the time being. 


He spent the nights in the hospital with the room lights dimmed, making lists in his head of all the things he 
realized that he didn't understand, the things he still couldn't remember, and what he didn't know how to deal 
with. 


He didn't understand how there was a metal rod in his left upper arm replacing shattered bone, or that the 
bones in both his legs and his right arm had been reconstructed with screws and plates that would always 

remain with him. Or that he'd lost his two lower ribs on the right side entirely, and one in the middle on the 
left side. Being so close to vital organs that could be damaged by hardware that failed, the spaces had been 


left unclosed. 


He didn't understand how aside from the gaps in his ribs, he couldn't feel the changes to his frame when he 
delicately pressed with weak fingertips. 


He didn't know if maybe that was a good thing, however. The first time he felt the gap in the middle of his left 


ribcage, he vomited. 


He didn't know how to deal with his muscles having wasted away to all but nothing. Standing up was impossible, 
and sitting up without the support of lifting the bed behind him triggered waves of nausea after a few short 
minutes. It had been two days before he'd been able to lift his head on his own without throwing up more. 

Maybe some of that had been the result of putting foreign fluids in his stomach for the first time in so long, 


but it wasn't the source of the rebellion alone. 


He didn't know how to deal with how many tubes and wires still tethered and supported him -how many were 
still vital to his life after clearing the barrier of waking up. 


He didn't know how to deal with the possibility of discovering irreparable nerve damage as his recovery went 
on far enough to allow them to determine what tactile sensation couldn't tell alone. So far, the best news he 
had going for him was everywhere they'd tested, he had sensation to touch and temperature. His reflexes 
were present, and some had remained active while he was unconscious, but his voluntary range of motion was 


weak. 


He didn't know how to deal with knowing he'd have to remain in the hospital for months just to be healthy 
enough to go into a standard physical rehab facility, and didn't know how to deal with not having a definite 


answer as to just how long his recovery would be. 


He didn't know how to deal with it when his father came back two days after his first visit and placed his bass 
beside him on the bed. The neck felt so comfortingly familiar when his fingers contacted it, but he couldn't get 
the satisfying push of his fingers into the thick strings because they were too frail to push that hard. The 
impressive calluses he'd once had were gone, as were the muscles in his hands and the thin layer of fat 


padding his fingertips and palms, and his skeletal fingers hurt even with the failed grip. 


He didn't understand why he could remember Dave Mustaine and his sad day of departure, but couldn't 
remember just how bad he he'd been leading up to warrant being kicked out. He didn't understand anymore 
whether the decision had been justified, or if he and the others had been just as bad in their own ways, and 
he didn't know how to deal with feeling guilty about the hard decision he'd once been at peace with. 


He didn't understand how he couldn't remember the name of the band he'd been in, until his father had finally 
told him it was Metallica. He didn't understand how he could remember Lars, James, Kirk, Dave, and even that 
he'd replaced a guy named Ron if he really racked his brain, but couldn't remember just how massive a band 
they'd created together in their good, fun times. He did remember everyone with their instruments, being 
onstage and on the road together, and remembered all the songs, especially when his father played a CD on a 
portable boombox in the hospital room -rather than the records they might have once played on a turntable. 
And he didn't know how to deal with that. 


He knew he'd have to reunite with his bandmates soon enough, and he wanted them to be there already. But 
he also realized that they'd seen him pulled from the wreckage of the bus he'd been crushed under, and had 
all grieved him and been under the belief he would eventually die. He didn't know how they were going to deal 
with that, let alone himself. 


He didn't know how he was going to deal with hearing what that night had been like from their perspective - 
but ultimately, he knew he needed to. 


He understood that they'd missed him, experienced pain, experienced the difficult decision to replace him, and 
he knew that he would never fully understand what the last decade had been like for his bandmates -friends 


who he'd been close enough with to call family. 

And he understood that over the next few weeks, months, or however long recovery was going To be, he was 
inevitably going to realize more things he didn't know or understand that he wasn't aware of yet. Somehow, he 
would have to figure out how to deal with those too as he got to them, whether he knew how to or not. 


Everything on Cliffs mental list lay ahead as things he would have to come to terms with in 1971. 


It repeated endlessly in his mind as he looked out on the city through the window of his room, and listened to 
the people outside the quiet of the hospital, ringing in the New Year on the streets below. 


But Does Heaven Know You\‘re Here? 


Author's Notes: 

Y\know, I\'m posting this chapter after the ten-day outage (hopefully everything\'s working right herel), and 
the similarities of what | wrote back in June are creepy, with everything coming up all worky at first. 
Nevertheless, we\'re on the road to recovery and reuniting with each other here, and so is Cliff -so hopefully 
the best is on the way for both cases! For now, we have Kirk and Lars, and there\'s a lot they have to unpack 
-Kirk with his survivor\'s guilt, and Lars having pulled the band through the crisis and being Lars. James and 
Jason are still to come -and that is where things will really start to get interesting. 


Having carried on his duty of looking out for Cliff's band family in Cliffs time of sleeping, as his way of 
thanking them for the happy life they'd given his son, whether it would ever resume past that short time, 
Ray Burton did his best to prepare Cliff and his bandmates for the reunions ahead. 


His duty was now for all of them. Especially James. 


He went to the studio to have a sit-down talk with Lars, Kirk, and James, and gave James the invitation to 
stay the night in his house if any point over the next few weeks became excessively overwhelming. He also 
made sure Jason knew he was welcome to come see Cliff if he chose -and said it in front of the others so no 


argument would be raised against the subject. 


Jason said he would consider it, but out of respect, he would wait until Cliff reunited with the bandmates he'd 


known first. 


And Ray had that discussion with Cliff before extending that invitation too. All Cliff cared was that someone 
respectful of him had been the one to take his place, and that everyone else was okay -or as okay as they 


could be -after the accident. 


"| wouldn't mind meeting him," Cliff had responded after Ray gradually clued him in, just in case if he hadn't 


reacted so well. 


He was eager to see them all, for different reasons that were hard to weigh against each other. Choosing 
anyone over another was something he preferred not to do, but if he was forced to say a name, he supposed 
he'd answer with James. With the connection they had beyond everyone else, Cliff had more concerns over 


whether he was okay or not with each passing day, as his mental clarity grew stronger. 


He wanted to think that if Metallica was still around and Ray had been looking out for James like the father 
that James had needed growing up and had never had, that James was doing fine. But even while still under the 
haze of drugs and the tether of wires, tubes, and catheters stuck in his veins, Cliff had enough memory of 
James' deeply guarded insecurities and scars from his past. A gut feeling that told him James might not have 


functioned his best over the past decade. 


Ray showed him more recent pictures, preparing him for the changes of appearance Cliff already knew was 


inevitable over ten years. He expected changes. 


The changes themselves were not changes Cliff would have expected. In some respects, his bandmates now 
resembled guys from the bands in the mid-80s they had once laughed at and met with scorn -which in 
hindsight seemed so stupid. To be caught up in something so superficial seemed a waste of lives that were 


already too short. 


However, having been off the scene for a decade, Cliff supposed he would understand the changes if he'd been 
there, and likely never would fully understand them with his absence. 


It was the one thing he couldn't understand that was easy to come to terms with. He didn't care if his 
bandmates had long, unkempt hair and wore simple ripped jeans and t-shirts, or if they wore dark leather, 
boots with heels and laces, and heavy eyeliner. He just wanted them to be the same people he knew beneath it 
all -as much as they could be after whatever in hell they'd been through without him. 


And Cliff wanted to be as physically strong as he could be, to make whatever time he could have with them 


last as long as possible, before a nurse deemed him too tired to keep going. 


So he pushed through a second week of rehabilitation with doctors -with respiratory therapy to regain full 
lung capacity and ensure that his airway would remain open and not collapse in his sleep, and physical exercises 
restrengthening his arms and regaining range of motion in them that his reconstructed limbs could achieve. All 
were done with a recorded EKG sent to a cardiologist, monitoring that his heart remained strong and 


functioning properly with increasing exertion 


Every move Cliff had once taken for granted took effort, and he still fought on his own at night to sit propped 
up on a pillow for as long as his stomach muscles could stand it. Despite the strenuous week it had been, it 
hadn't been the hell that the previous one had been, and he supposed that if he had to start somewhere, he 
wasn't doing terribly if he was still alive. 


Kirk was the first to come see him, bringing in the second week of I997 on January Bth, and his third week 
back in the world of living. 


Kirk. The shy, sweet, innocent, wide-eyed guitarist who had come in and been the complete opposite in 
personality of who he'd replaced. If Cliff had known a kinder, more-loving soul on the planet in his life before 
his coma, he couldn't name them from what he could recall. He hadn't expected Kirk to be the first to come 


see him with his shy demeanor, but could hardly argue with it. 


Kirk might have been the one to change the most in the photos. And to correct the part of himself that still 
remained skeptical, Cliff found out that he indeed matched his pictures when he came to the hospital in the 


second week of 1991. 


But when he saw Kirk appear in the doorway, and his reaction as he laid eyes on the battlefield that was Cliff's 
hospital bed, Cliff knew that Kirk was exactly the same Kirk he'd known. Makeup, short hair, piercings, clothes, 


and whatever the hell else be damned. His eyes, face, and demeanor were so familiar it hurt. 


He came toward the door, biting his lower lip -not as much as he would have been able to in the past, as a 
spike piercing prevented his upper teeth from being able to reach as far downward. His eyes darted every 
which way but inside the room, and he was swallowing hard and visibly taking shallow breaths. 


Then, the grouchy, older nurse escorting him -whom Cliff had come to know as Bernadette Cavill, and also had 


decided with the more evil part of his mind that the name suited her quite well -left Kirk in the doorway. 


It was then that Kirk finally dared to look inside the room with great difficulty, hesitating as he looked toward 
the front wall of the room first, then snapping his head around to look at Cliff straight on. 


Instantly, his eyes still bugged out at the sight and his hands flew up to cover his mouth, but it took all but 
two seconds for shock and horror to give way to realization that he was really seeing who he was told he was 


seeing. 
Cliff was there and awake. And he was lucid and aware that he was there. 
And he recognized him. 


Frail and atrophied as he was, and with tubes in his nose giving him supplemental oxygen, Cliff still managed a 
warm smile in Kirk's direction, and lifted a bony hand up off the bed and out to his side to motion him over. 


Kirk took a step forward, then another and another. They were slow and labored, and for a second, Cliff wanted 
to think with humor that the gigantic pimp boots on his feet were weighing him down. But the humor faded 
fast as Kirk got to the chair beside Cliff and the cracks formed. 


The spike in his lower lip gave away the wobble, even when he sucked it in tight to hide it. Once it showed 
though, he seemed to shatter; his face crumpled, he threw himself forward in his seat to hide in his hands 


with a high-pitched whine, and his shoulders hitched with sobbing. 
"Kirk." Cliff bared his teeth and rolled over onto his side to look on toward him, thunderstruck, silently hoping 
the tidal wave of emotions didn't stem from where he feared they did, and already knowing his hopes were 


denial. 


He knew exactly what was going through Kirk's head, going right back to the last conversation they'd had 
before settling into their new sleeping arrangement for the night and going to sleep on a bus for the last time. 


"M s-sorry, ‘m'sor-ry, '‘m-s-s-sorry.." Kirk mumbled through hiccups, choking on his attempts to draw a 


breath between syllables. 


Cliff reached his hand over the side of the bed and made contact with Kirk's arm, and Kirk took his hand and 
held it like it would shatter at the slightest contact too. 


"Kirk," Cliff murmured. "You don't have any reason to be sorry, dude." 

"Y-yes | d-do!" 

"What for?" 

Kirk leaned his cheek on the bedrail, physically and emotionally spent. 

"Sh-shoulda' been m-me.." 

The next thing, Cliff's hand was sliding underneath his chin and forcing him to lift his head. 


Kirk met Cliff's gaze. Brown eyes puffy, bloodshot, and rimmed in smeared, streaked eyeliner met sunken hazel 


ones as a tear ran over and slid down Cliff's gaunt cheek. 

"| dont want you to say that ever again," he said gruffly. 

Kirk stared at him, lost for words, wide-eyed, and trying to resist hiccuping inhales. Both in appearance, and 
sound, he resembled a pouting dog, and Cliff wished it wasn't for the reason it was. It might have been comical, 


but right now, it was stacking up on his list of what he didn't know how to deal with, along with the conflicting 
thoughts trailing it. 


He hated knowing that Kirk had carried the weight of blame the entire time -even if it was typical Kirk -and 
he was overwhelmingly relieved to finally have the answer to the question he'd agonized over for a decade 


locked inside himself, with the vague awareness he had. 


"It doesn't matter who it should have been now," said Cliff as he reached his other hand up to wipe away the 
tears still standing in his eyes. "And | don't care about who it should have been then either." 


Everyone else he cared about, better or worse for wear, walked away from the crash alive and physically 


sound. 
Maybe he wouldn't feel the same later, but for right now, he didn't care about his own fate knowing that. 


He waited for Kirk to settle down. 


Watched as two nurses he didn't know as well came in holding a glass of ice water to offer and a syringe with 


a tranquilizer they held up, and warned the distraught guitarist that he would either have to leave or check 


himself in to the emergency department if he couldn't control himself soon. 


Smirked in surprise when Bernadette didn't fuss at Kirk or try to stop him when he lowered the rail and lay 
down on the edge of the bed beside him. 


Hey, dude, smile," Cliff finally said. "It's good to see you again. Even if you're looking like a hot mess -and | can't 
talk much on that when know | look like hell.” 


Kirk managed a chuckle and a rueful shrug. 
"That's okay, right?" 


Cliff found the strength in his frail arms to put one around Kirk and squeeze him to his side. That was the 
strongest physical effort he'd managed unassisted since waking up, and strangely enough, it hadn't felt so hard 
to do. 


Neither he or Kirk needed a verbal answer -just a shared laugh, and several more minutes to lay together in 


quiet, taking in that they were together. 
Everything else and all the other questions could wait. 


JI RR 
Lars came to see him next, a couple of days after Kirk's visit. 


Cliff didn't even need to see him to know. He could never forget that distinctive voice or characteristic 
pronunciation of a frequently spoken ‘fuck’. Stubborn as ever, he was giving good ol Bernadette a run for her 
money down the hall on who could be more argumentative, getting threatened to be thrown out before he'd 


even been escorted all the way to the door. 


Even under the eyeliner that made his eyes look more open and alert, Cliff could see the sagging upper eyelids, 
the fine lines to the sides, and the fainter dark circles underneath. Though cut short, Cliff could see the once 
thick, healthy locks Lars once had -the best any of them had, and the ones Cliff envied while fussing over his 


own auburn locks -were brittle and thinning out. 


He looked exhausted. The last decade had taken his playful spirit and beaten it right out of him. But like Kirk, he 


was undeniably Lars, and Cliff was sure his fighting spirit was likely still strong as ever. 


"So," Lars started sharply, once they were alone and the door was pushed shut. "Um.. You remember who | 


am. 


Cliff grinned with a sigh and tried -not entirely with success -not to roll his eyes. 


"You're Lars Ulrich. With possibly the most stubborn and unspoken personality | ever knew. Not to mention 
enough rage to pummel a drum kit with all four limbs through a two hour show and still run around and party 


all night afterward. How the fuck could | forget?" 


Lars did an exaggerated shrug as he bugged his eyes out and looked around the room as if searching for his 


words as he spoke. 


"| don't know, man, I'd say itd be a hell of a lot more likely you'd forget about any of us, considering the way 
you went out, than um -how about us forgetting about you, or anyone for that focking matter, just to begin 


with." 


Cliff snorted. "My memory isn't firing on all cylinders yet, but names and faces haven't seemed to be a 
problem. To what | realize, most of what | forgot is pretty superficial. | don't like it that | have forgotten 
things, but | gotta say, | think I'm doing pretty good all things considered” 


"Yeah, no shit," Lars spat. "Um, physically?" 


‘Lars, my muscles are down to barely anything. Its going to be awhile before l'm making any significant 
motions on my own. But I'm doing better than last week. And at least I'm not paralyzed, and they could 


reconstruct my arms and legs." 


Lars pointed to a stack of papers on the counter behind the bed with notes from Cliff's cardiologist and 


pulmonologist. 


"Dr. Timothy O'Neal, um..and Johnathan Lindenwood MD, for what..? Why do you have a heart doctor and a 
respiratory doctor watching you like a focking hawk? Unless it's old hospital drama shit" 


"The only reason they're watching me and why | have oxygen in my nose is because they don't want to throw 
me into shock with my heart and lungs suddenly having to support a bunch of things they haven't had to while 
I've been asleep and lying still. Also, they had a tube down my throat to keep my airway from ever collapsing 


while | was unconscious, so now they have to make sure | don't have or develop sleep apnea" 
"And thats it for all that?" Lars sat down hard in the seat next to the bed. 


"So far they say I've been doing well and everything's getting stronger everyday," Cliff offered, "or at least 
that's what l'm told. Johnathan works with me; someone else here does scans and Dr. O'Neal reports back -l 
haven't met him. They just want to know every little thing that happens to make sure it stays like that and | 
don't slip back." 


Lars raised his eyebrows, closed his eyes, sucked in a breath of air, and slowly blew it out through pursed lips 
as he leaned back in the chair. 


Disbelief. Then relief. 


Then Cliff watched as the short-lived moment of relief faded and Lars began visibly tensing up as he tried to 
make heads or tails of everything. Sliding further forward on the edge of the chair, tapping his fingers on the 
bottom of the seat he gripped, and bouncing one leg on a pointed toe by the ankle. 


Oh boy, here it comes.. 


He hadn't had the events of the next few minutes on his list of things he hoped to have happen when he 
reunited with Lars, and they weren't pleasant. But hell if the ranting and raving wasn't so undeniably ‘Lars’ that 
Cliff was relieved to see and hear it. It was solid reassurance that Lars was okay beneath all the wear and 


tear, and indeed still Lars. 


It was almost funny. It might have been funny if Cliff had seen it playing back with no sound. All the things 
Cliff had experienced over the last week that would have been funny if not for the situation were stacking up 
on his list of things he had to figure out how to deal with, and he wasn't sure how he was ever going to get 
through it with as long as it had gotten 


The things Lars spoke of squeezed Cliff's heart with ice cold hands that dug in with sharp fingernails. 


"Do you have any idea what the last ten years have been like, Cliff? Since that night? When we were stranded 
out there, waiting for the police and paramedics, knowing you were under the bus and having no way to try 
getting you the fock out from under it? Standing there with the focking dipshit of a bus driver, insisting the 
bus slipped on black ice when there was no ice anywhere on the road remotely CLOSE to where we were? Can 
you imagine what it was like, seeing James running up and down the road in his focking underwear trying to 
FIND the smallest patch of black ice that could have done it, and watching Kirk go into shock, standing around 
all spaced out like he wasn't even there? Or when we saw them try to pull the focking bus off you, only to 
have the crane drop it and see it come crashing down again with every hope we had that you focking MIGHT 
make it out with just broken bones? We had to watch that happen in slow motion, and sit there because there 
was nothing we could focking DO about it!" 


Lars was up out of his seat now, pacing around the bed and clinching his fists at his sides. Cliff watched in 
stun silence, trying to follow the irregular pattern about the room -wide gaps mixed with small gaps between 


the turning around in the opposite direction, occasionally broken with a few steps around a tight circle. 


"I watched James practically lose his focking mind that night, and sometimes | wonder if he did with all the shit 
he did that night and since then. And | spent the morning in the hotel with Kirk while he was still in shock, not 
knowing if he just didn't know how to focking deal or if we needed to take him back to the hospital -if we didn't 
have to take James back first for hypothermia because he was running around on the focking street outside 
AGAIN, yelling and looking for you once he got totally wasted! You know what kept me from smacking the shit 
out of him and nearly killing him by trying to knock the sense back into his head? Because | was already focking 
scared enough, because we might as well have already been losing you -we DID lose you depending on how you 


look at it, and at least with what it felt like!" 


Cliff took a labored breath through his nose, feeling his chest tightening and trying to get the best of what his 
oxygen tubes could give him, even when his instinct was to sigh through his mouth. The words were 
excruciating, but they gave answers to some of his questions, and Cliff knew he'd hear them sooner or later, 
granted however long Lars could keep his big mouth shut, so for the sake of getting it over with, knowing for 
himself, and letting Lars get the last ten years off his chest, he let Lars rant and rave. 


Lars' eyes were watery now. He settled into a tight circular walking pattern as he kept his face tilted up 
toward the ceiling while he spoke to keep the unshed tears from flowing. 


"For months afterward, | had to watch as James drowned out everything in a bottle, and as Kirk walked around 
blaming himself for focking everything, while | dealt with making every single phone call, and writing every single 
letter cancelling performances, dealing with management, and figuring out who the hell was going to play bass 
with us when there isn't a damn person in the world who could replace you, and trying to not second guess 
that you would want us to keep the band going. And through all of it -every damn one of those fen fockin’ 
years -| hoped, wished, prayed, and did focking everything that had a bat's chance in hell of making a difference, 
whether | believed in it or not, that you would wake up, come back, and still be you Or that we would all wake 
up and find out it was some bad nightmare that n-never happened, even though it had gone on way too focking 


long for that!" 


A loud beep warned from Cliffs IV, causing Lars to pause for a minute. Cliff looked up the line, saw an air 


bubble, and flicked at it, hoping it would unblock and call off the nurse. 

The bubble moved, then dissipated, and the alarm didn't go off again. Saved - maybe. 

"Just a few days before Christmas, we were stuck in an airport at the end of a tour, trying to get cleared to 
fly home in a snowstorm -because we will take our chances with a snowstorm in the air before on the road 
for the rest of our lives, and | hope you realize why, Cliff. 

"Kirk and | asked James what he hoped he'd get for Christmas -and he told us it was something he'd given up 
on ever focking happening. You bet to hell, we knew exactly what he meant -and that we all wanted the same 


thing. 


"Funny thing was none of us thought in a million years that THIS would be the ONE FOCKING TIME it would 
happen! For fock's sake, OF COURSE l'm happy you woke up and | want you to recover, but the whole damn 
world just got flipped upside down again, and where to start with dealing with everything -fock!" 


Cliff gulped as Lars threw his hands out at his sides. 
"| don't know what I'm supposed to focking do with this!" 


Lars huffed one of his big, loud sighs that made his entire frame heave as he began to pace back and forth 
along the foot of the bed again. 


"Fockin' SHIT, man!" 
The door swung open without warning, causing both Lars and Cliff to flinch. 


"Mr. Ulrich, this is a hospital; you need to be quiet," Bernadette hissed. "You'd best be grateful there's no time 
to tell you everything | think of your horrendous language!" 


Cliff pulled his sheets up to cover his mouth as he bit his lip and held back a laugh, imagining what Bernadette 
would think of how they talked in the ‘Metallica Mansion’ back in the day. 


"You've already tried my patience before this. | won't listen to you shout anymore when it disturbs other 
patients, and l'm sure it has given Cliff a great deal of distress. If | hear you go on for one more minute, | will 
call security, and you will be sent home!" 


As Cliff slipped loose a weak chuckle, one of the younger-but-experienced, and much more lax nurses who Cliff 
preferred -Ginny Lee Pearson, as he knew her -came in behind Bernadette, followed by Dr. Lindenwood. 


"Come off him, Bernie. We've seen larger outbursts in this hospital over far smaller things, and coming up 
after ten years seems like something to shout about! Though perhaps not quite that loud" Taking the middle 
road, she looked down to her vital log clipboard, up to Cliffs IV, and to his EKG monitor. 


"Cliff, you vitals are still all good, but your heart rate is indeed quite higher than earlier. Are you still feeling 


well?" 


"All of you are worried about my heart," Cliff started with a mischievous grin "Maybe there's a little stress 
there, but I'm a whole lot more worried about my ears at the moment! Lars sure doesn't need any help from 
Dr. Lindenwood." 


"He certainly doesn't," Dr. Lindenwood quipped. "And you already know you can call me John. Virginia, put a note 
on his log just in case Tim wants it. But | don't think his heart is struggling too much if it is, since he's not 


breathing nearly as fast as we see when it's compensating for anything.’ 


"See, l'm just getting some of the stimulation you all have been talking about -of a kind I'm more familiar with," 
Cliff quipped as he watched Ginny update his patient notes. "Gotta say I'm a bit excited, ‘cause | missed it -and 
usually it's still a lot more fun than this, so | guess it only gets better from here, now that all the tough 
stuffs been said." 


Lars blushed and shook his head. He gathered himself just in time to avoid Bernadette seeing it when she came 


around him to wag her finger sternly before leaving. 


"Hey, it's just like carbon dioxide building up -better out than in," decided Dr. Lindenwood. "I'm sure Lars is 
feeling much better, and | hope you'll be able to shout half as long and loud as he does by the time l'm done 
working with you." 


Cliff's capable of shouting, but he's our quiet one," said Lars. "He took out most of whatever he had to shout 
about on his bass." 


"Well, you encourage him when you're here -as long as it's not at night and doesn't go on too long in these 


halls." 

‘Is there anything we're doing today?" asked Cliff. 

"Nope, just stopping by to pick up your notes on the way to another patient. The noise | arrived to concerned 
me for a minute, but it looks to me like you're doing fine. Tomorrow I'll have work for you." Dr. Lindenwood 
picked up Cliff's chart and turned to leave with Ginny. 

"Thanks, John," called Cliff before the door shut. 

"Well at least SOMEONE in this hospital is cool," Lars grumbled. 

"He's nice. And very patient -which isn't a bad thing." 

"Yeah, especially when you really start feeling like yourself enough to start talking dirty." 

Cliff shook his head and sighed, pulling a hand up to his face and covering his eyes as he did. 

"If anything ever happens to you, he might be the only one capable of handling you! Jeez, Lars." 

Lars finally sat back down next to the bed, having run himself down enough to sit quietly. 

| missed you, man," he murmured. 

"Yeah, dude.." 


Cliff sank back on his pillows contentedly. 


"| did too." 


And Did They Give You Smiles Or Tears? 
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A week had passed since Cliff's first reunions with Kirk and Lars, and his highly volatile first meeting with Lars 


was the last visit he'd received from anyone outside his biological family. 


The week of no distraction had given him time to make massive strides in recovery, with lots of motivation 
after seeing two of his bandmates. His coordination wasn't fully retrained, but the use of his arms seemed 
impossibly better than it had been, and if he concentrated hard, he could pull himself up into a sitting position 
unassisted, and hold his back straight for a few short minutes that increased each day. 


Meanwhile, the end of January was in sight, and having had some time to recover from heavy touring, the 
writing and demo meetings were set to begin The plan was to be in the studio at least four days of the week, 
if not more, and as they began showing up each day, there was plenty of time for conversation to find its way 


onto the subject that was in everyone's mind. 


"So.." James crossed his arms and approached Jason while Kirk thought over a rhythm riff he'd suggested. 


"Have you seen Cliff yet, Newkid?" 

| have not," he declared. "| wanted to give you all a chance to see him first. It only seemed fair." 

"ve seen him." Kirk bowed his head over his guitar and winced. "His prognosis is good and all, and I'm glad to 
see him and talk to him. | guess it is a little easier to come to terms with where he is now, but it's hard 


seeing him like that." 


"The fock it is," Lars agreed. "And he was supposedly doing a lot better by the time | saw him than what you 
did!" 


He turned around and pointed to Jason. 
"When you see Cliff, you'd better full well remember who he was and still is." 


"I think l'm pretty aware of who he was in the past." Jason stood up straighter and pushed his shoulders back 
to hide the sigh he had to heave. 


"You're aware, but you don't really know," said James darkly. "You only think you do, along with everyone else. 


What you knew wasn't even the start of it" 


‘lm not saying | knew him; l'm saying | had respect for who he was, and | still do," Jason insisted. "Have you 


seen him yet? Since he woke up?" 
‘lm not ready," James muttered. "You might as well go.” 


Jason wanted to take James' word for it, but wasn't so sure he was ready himself. He also didn't want it to 


backfire and catch flak for it later, so he shot James an incredulous look. 


Lars gave an awkward, high-pitched groan and flung his hands up. "Oh, what; are you weak enough that you 
have to be focking scared of him when he's bound to a bed?" 


"James, are you sure-?" 
"-G0. God damn it, Jason; just go/| don't care what you do. Act like you fucking care!" 
Kirk motioned Jason away from James, and they went into the adjacent room. 


Its complicated. | don't think you'd ever really understand it" We all hardly do anyway -nof for how James sees 


it. "You can go see him whenever you're ready. Just respect him with whatever you do.” 


The idea was nerve wracking, but Jason did want to meet Cliff eventually, and he knew that holding off wouldn't 
make him any less nervous. Especially if he somehow ended up in the hot seat with James for some reason 


he'd never fully know. 


Beside that, Cliff had apparently invited him to come if he wanted, at least according to Ray, and he didn't want 
to be rude. And not for the sake of staying out of trouble either. 


So that night, Jason called Ray to plan a good time to meet Cliff that wouldn't interfere with other visits or 
his physical rehabilitation. And on Monday, January 20th, kicking off the fourth week of 1991 and Cliff's fifth 
week awake -an entire month now, he got up a few hours earlier than he often did and drove out to the 


hospital. 


With the word passed on from Ray, Cliff knew to be ready before the time Jason planned to arrive. He'd 
sought an LPN's help to freshen up ahead of time, and when the speaker phone in his room buzzed to let him 
know a nurse was escorting a visitor to him, he braced his hands out behind him, tightened his stomach 
muscles, and heaved himself up into a straight, unsupported sitting position in his bed, just in time before he 
heard the footsteps approach and saw two people appear in the doorway. 


"This is Mr. Jason Newsted. Just to confirm, do you know him?" asked the nurse, who wasn't a regular that 


Cliff knew well. 


Of course he didn't. Cliff had never met Jason before the accident. However, he remembered the name Lars 
mentioned, and knew exactly why the young man with timid eyes and curly hair was here and peaking 


defensively around the corner of the door 
Cliff nodded to the nurse and motioned for Jason to come in and for the nurse to leave them 

The door clicked shut, and the fear in Jason's eyes multiplied at the sound. 

"Please, before you say anything," he begged, looking back toward the door desperately, "I don't have any hard 
feelings, and | won't have any if you have them on me. | get if But if it could be different, Id have rather 


you'd been there than me. And for them, there's no question-" 


"Hey," Cliff cut in softly. His voice was regaining strength every day, but still sounded weak and gruff from a 


decade of disuse. Particularly at the start of a conversation when first warming his vocal cords up. 


Jason looked up and met Cliff's eyes, expecting to see some level of contempt before the verbal shutdowns 


that had become so frequent, it was the only thing he could expect. 


Instead, he just saw a small smile, and the depth of a buzz, now from the drugs in Cliffs IV rather than the 
pot he'd have smoked in the early 80s. 


"Fuck, dude. Relax." He slowly and shakily lifted his right arm out to his side and extended his elbow, then 
struggled somewhat to lift his limp wrist straight out and form his hand to point at the chair beside the bed. 


"Come here and sit. Hang with me awhile. Replacement or not, you're one of the guys just as much as | am, 


and | wanna know you.” 


Ive never been so sure, Jason thought as he nervously crossed the room and sank down in the chair, feeling 
his hands tremble. 


‘lm sure you will be. Come on, you know | couldn't do anything to you if | was trying to. And I'm not gonna do 


that, okay? | don't want to either." 


"Fuck, did | say that out loud?" Stars flashed over Jason's eyes and left a haze in their wake as he felt his 
face grow hot in a mixture of terror and the same disbelief he'd felt joining the band -when he'd still had his 


naive hopes of a dream impossible to come true. 
Cliff just chuckled low in his throat. 


"I'd give you a blunt and tell you to chill if we weren't in this hell hole of a hospital, but we'll have to do 
without and imagine, hey? Relax. And breathe. Shit, you look like you're ready to keel over." 


So this is how its supposed to feel lke? mused Jason, pushing nervous fingertips against his lips to feel his teeth 
through the skin, ensuring he didn't slip as before, and focusing hard on the feeling to confirm he wasn't 


dreaming. 
Being ‘one of the guys’? 


"Easy, dude," said Cliff as he worked his pillows up so he could sit propped against them. "Easy. Take your time. 
No hurry here; clearly, | ain't going anywhere when | can't sit up any longer than that." 


The watery blur obstructing Jason's vision cleared as he blinked, and hot, stray tears splashed down on his 
cheeks. He unfolded his hands from where he'd tightly curled his arms around his stomach and swiped the 
drops away. Slowly, he pulled in a deep breath that tried to break with a hitch, but he kept it steady, and blew 
out a hard sigh. 


He brought himself to smile shakily back at Cliff, once he could trust his voice to hold steady and his eyes to 
stay dry. 


"Well, | didn't expect that. Sorry | couldn't avoid embarrassing myself here either.. They like to joke I'm the 
hayseed farm boy from Michigan," he started. "When | went with them -once they chose me and gave me the 
offer, you know.. | know | probably stuck out like a sore thumb because of it. But | was always proud of my 
childhood there, so | guess that's fine?" 


Jason paused, and seeing that Cliff still had a warm light in his eyes and an encouraging smile, he chuckled as 


the nervous tension began to release, and shrugged at his own question 


"Picked up bass pretty early on in the game. And then when | got down to Arizona, | used to be in a 


progressive thrash group called Flotsam and Jetsam, and... 


From that point onward, it was timeless. He traced his time growing up, learning guitar, then bass, taking the 
instruments outside and playing unplugged to keep busy when he had to watch over the baby rabbits his 
family was raising, all the way to helping form Flotsam and Jetsam while being a massive Metallica fan, and 
leaving when he made the audition When Cliff was still listening intently by then, Jason felt safe to let his 
guard down then. He told Cliff about receiving the news and being devastated, and admitted with a self- 


deprecating laugh to his overly-excited reaction when James and Lars told him he was in 


"It was the one of the greatest joys and the greatest sorrows, really," he concluded. "Realizing | was actually 
going to play with some of my biggest heroes, but also that I'd never meet my biggest hero of them. Or at 
least | thought; funny enough.” 


Jason didn’t tell Cliff about the hazing and the teasing, how James seemed to truly hate him, and how Lars 
wiped out his bass on their first album together. He wanted to be honest about his experience, but couldn't 


bear to talk badly about Cliffs band -his extended family -to his face on their first meeting when Cliff 


welcomed him in so kind -just as his parents had welcomed him into filling Cliff's place in the band the way no 


one else had. 


So he settled for telling the good parts. The massive success of The Black Album, having fun experimenting on 
Load and how they hoped to continue it as they were off the road for another writing and recording period. He 
did admit that it was hard to please all the fans and that they gave him plenty reminders that he had big 
boots to fill, but that it was still fun performing. 


Lastly, he told his favorite moments from the studio. The times where they got to have fun as a band when 


taking breaks between writing and recording. The times Jason got to feel he was somewhat welcome there. 


Those were the stories Cliff seemed to enjoy the most. They were the ones he could relate to -the ones 
where he could imagine Kirk, Lars, and James doing what they did and recognize it as things they would 


typically do. 


"We didn't spend as much time in the studio then," he spoke through a smile, "but we all lived together in a 
humble little apartment we called the ‘Metallica Mansion’ back in those days, and when we weren't playing gigs 
and writing, it was a party all the time." 


Cliff then proceeded to tell Jason about his favorite memories -the ones he could remember -of his time 
together with the rest of Metallica Some of the stories became more clear as he spoke of them, and a few 


more began slowly coming back to him in the haze over his memory. 


He too had his moments of self-deprecating laughter. The one Jason found most entertaining was when Cliff 
spoke of a TV interview special where everyone else made fun of his odd sleeping habits and routine to get 
ready while stoned. Including sleeping under five thick quilts when it was nearly a hundred degrees in the house, 


and how many complicated steps he could put into combing his hair. 


Cliff seemed the most entertained telling that one too, but there was a faraway look when he talked about his 
times hanging out with James -and how close they'd been in the wake of Dave Mustaine's departure -almost 


as if he was reliving the moment captured in his mind as he spoke it. 


Jason followed more closely to the stories involving the band as a whole, trying to picture the scenes Cliff 
described playing out. He tried to imagine a more playful James than he knew and a Lars who wasn't quite so 
controlling of everything. 


He tried to imagine living those same experiences with the others and found that they felt too weird. He 
couldn't see it happening -being let in on them, even if he hadn't come into the band for the tragic reason he 
had. But he could see Cliff there. And if he stretched, he could imagine some of the moments hanging out, just 
Cliff and himself. 


It was the unfamiliar nurse who ended their time together, and who brought it to Jason and Cliffs attention 


that they'd been there for the entirety of two hours. That was the maximum time Cliff was allowed to have 


non-family visitors, and it was also nearing the time for his weekly blood-draw for lab testing. 


"Don't be shy to stop by whenever you can if you want. You don't have to be afraid of me, and | don't have 
much to do here until I'm built back up." 


"IIl see if | can make it happen while we're in the studio," said Jason. "Maybe we'll be able to show you what 


we're working on sometime down the line, if you want." 
‘It ll have to be on days like now where one of my main rotation nurses isn't here." 
"Wouldn't deal with the noise even with it unplugged, huh?" 


Cliff chuckled regretfully. "She might deal with it, but she'll make sure you know she doesn't like it. That's 
alright though; | get used to it and it's good entertainment." 


To that, Jason offered a rueful smile, knowing full well from minor incidents on the road that led to urgent 
care and ER trips, just how testy some hospital staff could be when they were not fans and having to deal 
with a rowdy bunch of thrash metal players in the waiting room. 


"Peace, dude." Cliff offered Jason his farewell, though not with the typical peace sign, but rather, by extending 
his middle finger salute, the back of his hand facing Jason. He held it out until Jason extended one of his own 


and touched the back of his to Cliff's on his way out. 
The younger bassist left, the older cynical side of himself torn from the younger, innocent fanboy within him. 


The latter part silently geeked out, chest bursting with sheer, sick joy he hadn't felt since being chosen for 
the band at his encounter. Even while bed-bound and incapacitated from his talent, Cliff had been just as cool, 
if not more than Jason had always seen him back in the day. That added to knowing Cliff was miraculously alive 


and that he had a fair chance of recovery was overwhelming. 


The former part skeptically picked apart the last hour, fearing the worst when he returned to the studio 
after Cliff eventually recounted their time together with James and Lars. The most defensive and disillusioned 
part of that side questioned if the visit had been too good to be true, and if as Cliff recovered and caught up 
with the other guys further, that he eventually wouldn't be so welcoming. 


But true to Cliffs word, he did feel that at least in Cliffs eyes and excluding those of James, Lars, and Kirk, 
he was in fact one of the guys for the time being. Maybe more than he ever had. It was enough that he could 
deliver a firm ‘shut up' in his mind to the part of him questioning Cliff. 


Back in the confines of the hospital, as Cliff rested his arm out straight on a pad placed over the bedrail for a 
technician to draw blood from the cannula in his vein and deliver pain medication, he reflected on the visit too. 


Jason. Nice kid, he thought. A httle nervous at first, but seemed lke a plenty friendly dude past that. 


He seemed to fulfill whatever he would have wanted in his own replacement. Not cocky about his own ability, 
easy going and having patiently dealt with what he'd come onto, and able to handle the pressure of die-hard 
fans that couldn't accept reality and wouldn't be pleased regardless of who was there. He figured that if his 


parents had been involved in the process too, his perception of Jason as a person was correct. 
Something about him just seemed off, and Cliff wasn't quite sure why based on what Jason had told him. 


With as confident and unbothered as he'd been speaking about the critical fans, and as readily he'd opened up 
once he was past his arrival, Cliff didn't think that the teary-eyed guy practically afraid of his own shadow 
who'd first arrived was any true representation of who Jason Newsted was. He didn't think being the 
replacement was enough to explain why he seemed to act like he was committing the crime of the century by 


daring to show up alone. 


There wasn't much, aside from his acceptance into the band that Jason had gone into detail over in the first 
three years he'd been in Metallica With those being the first years of him getting to know Kirk, Lars, and 
James, and being the first years of those three living without him, it struck Cliff as strange that they hadn't 


been more eventful. Even if the success of IQI overshadowed the previous events. 


He wondered what Jason wasn’t telling him about everything he hadn't been there to see. And thinking back to 
Kirk's breakdown and Lars’ dramatic rant, he feared that it might have been a longer and rougher transition 
than he'd initially thought. He wanted to think it was just Kirk's emotional nature and Lars just being Lars, but 
far more concerning than Jason's fearful entrance was the lack of a visit or any contact at all with James, for 


the special bond they had. 


And something told Cliff that life as he'd known it in Metallica had changed in ways far beyond additional 


wealth, his lack of presence, and evolution of style. 


He really hoped that the visits would continue; that they would become easier and he would get filled in on 


more and more of what he'd missed to strike off what he could from the list looming in his head. 


More than ever, he missed and hoped to see James. 


Can't Tell if This is True or Dream 
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It was another week after Jason's visit before Cliff heard from anyone in Metallica again As his anticipation 
grew and set him further on edge, he pushed harder during his therapy exercises as a distraction, and a way 


to channel out his nerves. 


He had an easier time relaxing after he'd been worked to a frazzle, and as the one-month mark arrived, he 
had a feeling of satisfaction that he really was getting stronger. Contrary to what it felt like on the first week, 
his physical therapist, Dr. Terri Zablocki, was not trying to break his body for a second time. 


The majority of the exercises he did were still rebuilding his upper body, which he now had mostly active- 
control over. However, he'd begun passive range of motion exercises with his legs, where Dr. Zablocki had him 
lie down flat on the bed, and she slowly moved his legs through different positions that his reconstructed 
joints could achieve, but he didn't have the strength to reach on his own accord. When the movement began to 
feel stiff and uncomfortable, Cliff warned her to stop. Then, slowly, with each session, she pushed him just 
past the threshold he'd set at the start. 


He was careful to not push himself while he was alone, as his legs had nowhere near the regained strength as 
his arms, but he could tell when he shifted around in bed at night that he had a better range than before. It 
made it easier to roll over and shift himself to sit up, which felt odd. He'd never realized how important 
pushing up with his legs was for that, until he'd had to depend on dragging himself up on his pillows with his 
arms. Still, he focused more on his upper body. He didn't necessarily have to stand to be able to play bass 
again, and the possibility of it happening was closer in sight. 


It was on the ZTth that Ray finally called to let him know that James was planning to come visit. When he 
asked a nurse to confirm, Angie said that James called the hospital and scheduled a visitor appointment for the 
24th. 


However, the night of January 24th rolled around, and James still hadn't been by, hours after the window he'd 


called in was passed. 


"| don't think he's coming today. They cut off visitors outside of family and for emergency cases an hour ago," 


said Ginny Pearson as she took on the night shift. "I'm sorry, Cliff 
"| guess he forgot," murmured Cliff. 


Maybe something happened in the studio and he'd been tied up, or maybe he'd come down sick and figured he'd 
best stay home. It wasn't like James to just forget about something on that level. 


The next day, he got a note delivered to him. The same red-headed rurse who'd escorted Jason, Julia Sawyer 
-or ‘Lia’, as she went by, who coincidentally was Bernadette's niece, but bore no resemblance in personality to 
her aunt aside from sticking to the regulations -told him it had been dropped off in the hospital lobby that 


morning. 


"Did they say who it was from?" Cliff turned the envelope over in his hands, feeling uneasy at the lack of any 


information or address on the blank covering. 

"No, I'd tell you if | knew. We usually have them send it through the mail, so whoever sent it must have been 
pretty set on getting it to you right away," she remarked. "They did have security check it downstairs, so it's 
not anything they found suspicious if it got up here." 


Cliff waited until he was alone to finally tear the envelope open, and to pull out the sheet of note paper marked 
with familiar handwriting that seemed a bit messier than he recalled it being in the past: 


Cliff, 


| thought | would be ready. | tried, all day. But I just wasnt ready. Stupid as it is, | wasn't, even though | should have 
been, 


Í promise to try again soon, and Im sorry | was too big of a coward to get out of the fucking car every time | 
drove up yesterday. | hope you'll forgive me when | make it happen, but if you fell me to leave when | come, HI 
understand if you dont want to see me anymore. No matter what Ive probably made you feel for fucking up, | 
love you and always will 

Sorry, dude, 


James. 


Cliff put the letter back in the envelope to keep it private before setting it back down on his table, feeling 
conflicted. 


He was disappointed to have not gotten a visit when he'd expected it, but there was that fear of abandonment 
that had already been bad enough in the 80s, and it was over him when he had no grudge to hold over it. 


James had been a wreck for the two weeks after they had to kick out Dave, who arguably had a fear of 
abandonment just as severe. It seemed like James' wasn't as bad, only because he concealed his anger and fear 


from most of the world, and only a few people earned his trust to see it. 


That was one of the things Cliff remembered, because he'd been there for James in the days afterward, 
convincing him that having to inflict the pain he feared the most himself on someone he'd seen like a brother 
was justified by the situation He'd been there to assure James that it was okay that he couldn't get over it 
as soon as Dave was gore. It was okay that it was hard to let go even when he should have been relieved that 


they no longer had to tiptoe around land mines that would set off a violent outburst of drunken rage, or a 


fight that would end with nasty injuries. 


It was during that time that they'd really grown close. But Cliff was anything but James’ replacement for 


Dave. The feelings between them were very different, as well as their interactions. 


Cliff wanted to be upset that James thought he would just abandon him over missing a visit. However, it was 


concern that set in instead as he processed the chain of old memories his note pulled up. 


Reaching down to his side, Cliff gritted his teeth as he formed a fist -with his left hand that he was fighting 
to retrain -and slammed it into the button on the side of the bed 


"Lial" he shouted, raspy, but oh, Dr. Lindenwood would have been proud, as he realized it was the first time 


he'd tried To yell out. 
His nurse rushed back into the room. "ls something wrong, Cliff?" 
"| need the phone!" 


Lia sighed and made some exasperated remark how that was not what the emergency call button was for, but 


let him have the phone without any big argument or lecture. 


Not knowing how many consecutive calls he'd be allowed, Cliff floated his fingers over the buttons and 


contemplated who would be most strategic to call first. 

He was afraid after reading the note that James would still be too wound up to answer the phone if he called 
him, so he knew he'd better not call James first, if at all. Meeting in person was how he really wanted to 
reunite with James -not over the phone. 

Cliff just needed to see to it that James was okay. 


lf he could be. 


He called Lars first, feeling a bit guilty with knowing how much Lars had dealt with while he was asleep. 


However, telling Kirk about the note was more likely to get him upset than anything else. Lars, even if he was 


abrasive -perhaps even a little obnoxious about it -would know what to do -or at least know as best as 
anyone could. At least Cliff trusted he would watch over James during their time in the studio, and would be 
the first to notice anything unusual that needed to be taken care of. 

Lars was grateful for his warning -so much that he found it in himself to explicitly say "thank you", but not 
without an outburst. Cliff heard a faint shout of Fock! and a loud clatter as Lars threw his phone down before 
resuming their conversation -which was mostly questions from Lars by then 

"Did he call you? Did he call anyone else there to say he wasn't coming." 

"No, and no," said Cliff, trying to keep the worry out of his voice. "The note was all | got. Listen, just make sure 
he's alright, okay? That's why I'm letting you know, in case something's off today. Don't give him a hard time 
for it" 


After a few more exchanges with a very frustrated Lars, they hung up, and Cliff looked to the doorway as Lia 
peeked in. 


At least she'd stepped outside the door to make him feel like he had some degree of phone privacy. 

"How many calls am | allowed to make at once?" 

Lia held up what Cliff had more often seen interpreted as the peace sign than what it literally stood for. 

"Two." She pulled down her middle finger and made an emphatic gesture with her lone index finger. "You get one 
more, and then unless someone calls you, we're going to have you wait a couple of hours and rest before your 
physical therapy.” 

So Cliff called Ray, and he told his dad about the note. 

"I'll see James this week and see how he's doing, alright, Cliff?" 

"Can you make sure he's alright?" This time, Cliff let the fear in his voice show. 

"| can't promise you he's gonna be a hundred percent okay for right now, Cliff. This is a scary time for James 
too. But | promise I'll do what | can with you to make sure he'll get himself situated so he can be okay, 
alright?" 

That was as good an answer as any for Cliff, and he took it for the time being. 

Finally, Kirk came for another visit on the second day of February. It had been just enough time where Cliff 


needed to count on his fingers or look at a calendar to see how many weeks he'd been awake, because the 


days of the week each event had happened were beginning to get hazy. 


He was nearing six whole weeks awake. 


"| didn't hear that you'd had any visitors for awhile, and just thought you might want some company," said Kirk 


as he made his way in. 
Being much calmer than last time, the nurses didn't seem to be guarding him quite as strongly. 


"| got plenty of company here, dude. Especially now." Cliff laughed -it was weak, but so much stronger than the 


last Kirk had heard. "Thanks for giving me some that's not from a doctor or a nurse!" 
"And hopefully not because they're all bad!" 


"No, most of them are cool; | just get tired of them is all” Cliff told Kirk about Lars’ encounter with 
Bernadette, Ginny, and Dr. Lindenwood, and the sharp contrast between how welcoming -or unwelcoming -they 


were of him, putting in the details he suspected Lars would leave out when retelling it himself. 
That got Kirk laughing at the start of his visit, instead of crying like he had the last time. 


"See, now it all makes sense," said Kirk, "but | still have to agree, whoever picked your doctors knew what they 


were doing when they picked John!" 


Kirk was thrilled to see Cliff thriving by comparison, and all the things he could do that he hadn't been able to 
a few weeks prior. It wasn't much, but Cliff could sit unsupported for a full twenty minutes now before he had 
to lean back on the pillows. He still struggled to lift his arms straight out, but he had an easier time working 
his hands, and they didn’t look as skeletal as they had. Nor did his cheeks look as hollow or pale. 


f he worked his hand up the wall or his IV pole to get to his maximum, passive range of motion, he could get 
his right arm slightly above his head, and he could get his left shoulder out a good forty-five degrees from 
his side. With his muscles attached differently due to the rod, he was unlikely to ever be able to lift his left 
arm higher than ninety degrees and straight out at his side, but he could almost get it out far enough to 
reach the full length of the neck of his bass. As long as he would be able to do that, Cliff decided he didn't 


need to be able to wave his left arm over his head either. 


Finally, he asked how James was doing, and if Kirk had any idea when he was coming. The atmosphere seemed 


to get quiet then, and Kirk didn't seem as happy. 

"| dunno, dude. I'm sorry it still hasn't happened and all, but it's not my place to force him or you. He has 
mentioned thinking about it though. | don't know when, but he's gonna come see you. | promise," he said, looking 
wistful as he spoke. 


Cliff's contact with Metallica stayed silent over the next few days. 


Then, on the bth, James showed up without warning. 


It was in the last hour of the evening that visitors who weren't confirmed on a special list could see patients, 


and Cliff wasn't expecting him, let alone the condition he was in, or what would happen. 


James entered his room without an escort, pushing open the door on his own, and took one quick look at Cliff 
before looking to the ground and freezing where he was while he took in the image of Cliff with IVs and 
catheters stuck in him, and oxygen tubes taped to his nose. 


It took Cliff a moment to process James' appearance, and that was only after he got good enough of a view of 


his face to realize who he was. 

His eyes were red and puffy enough that it was hard to really see them. The blue color seemed duller than 
Cliff remembered. His hair was much shorter than it had once been, and the ends sticking out from beneath 
the baseball cap he wore looked greasy and unkempt. 

Everything about his stride into the room looked wonky. It was slow, uneven, and just slightly steadier than a 
stagger. With each step, James looked around with an uncertainty, as though he wasn't really sure where he 
was or what was going on. 

Immediately on getting his bearings, Cliff wondered how the hell he'd gotten so far down the hall in his state, 
or how he knew where to go. He realized then that while James had a visitor's pass from the lobby 
downstairs, he didn't have the additional, colored tag from the ICU security, and he must have just walked 
down the hall while waiting for whoever was at the desk tracked down a night shift nurse to escort him. 
"James? You can come in," he said hesitantly, knowing that statement was only halfway truthful. 

With that, James seemed to unfreeze and become half-aware of what was going on again, and as he did, he 
pushed the door closed, with the latch ajar, and took a few steps into the room. He made a beeline for the 
back counter and leaned against it like it marked a safe space. 


"Ummm, howdy stranger," he offered with a nervous giggle over his words. 


"Hello yourself," said Cliff, beginning to feel very nervous for James. He knew that nervous giggle, as long as 
it'd been since he'd heard it, and he knew what darker feelings it often covered, and what it really meant. 


"You know, you don't have to be afraid of me. I'm not upset." 


"| know | don't," James murmured. "S silly that | would be, ‘cause you wouldn't hurt a fly even if y'weren't tied 


down to the bed." 
He shook his head and went quiet, and Cliff fixed him with a questioning stare. 


"See, | don't trust myself near you. Maybe you trust me, 'n as much as | want you to, | dunno if y'should” 


What the hell is up with you, dude? Cliff wanted to say it, but couldn't manage to say it. 
James shuffled out of his jacket then, and Cliff's nose caught a breeze of alcohol. 


It was then that he began bracing himself, knowing that his time with James was likely going to end with the 


first nurse who came to look in on him, and it probably wouldn't be very long. 
Later, he'd decide it was more than long enough. 
"| guess there's no point in me askin’ how you're doing. It'd be pretty silly, when | can see where you are." 


"Well, can you tell me how you're doing, James?" Because Im really anxious to know now.. Even though Im not 


sure | want to or not, dude; this isn't looking good. 


"| guess l'm managing. Best as | can, anyway." James looked up briefly, then looked back to the floor, like it took 
full effort to raise his head. "lm trying tkeep control of this monster | guess | am." 


"James?" Cliff's mouth was going dry, and he felt a tightness in his chest. He felt dizzy, but sat up more 
rigidly rather than going back on his pillows. 


"IFs long texplain it; | don't need to bore you 'n shit-" 

"James. What happened?" 

‘Over ten years?" James’ eyes were glazed over, and Cliff could see him slipping into a trance as he spoke. 
"Someone else's probably told ya how Jason got in, so' not sayin it again He was passable for what we wanted 
to do, but it tookim awhile to get it. We did Justice, 'n none of the bass lines sounded right on it. ‘N they 
couldn't have, ‘cause it wasn't you 

"N we went back on tour by plane, and learned to get on with what we had, 'n | guess Bob Rock figured out 
how to make it all work, ‘cause y'already know we hit big then But now, with what we've been doin’, ‘n still are, 
| dunno where the fuck we are, or where we're goin’ to.” 

The style changes? What about bass lines? Bob Rock? 

"Uhhmmm..” 

James motioned up and down his left arm and twisted his face like he was searching for the right words to 


describe it. As he did, Cliff could see the outlines of scarring around his hand and elbow around the new 


tattoos, and with the sight on top of the drunk smell coming through the air, he felt his stomach turn. 


"Few years ago, in Montreal, | uhmmm.. The pyros.. Had ‘n accident where | got caught up innit, 'n there was 


fire fuckin’ everywhere 'n shit.." 


"they dragged me off n'poured water on it, y'know. | dunno what happened after that, ‘cause | passed out 
gettin’ tthe hospital. All | know's | hadda miss a couple've shows. | guess, nnngh.. Jason did ‘n alright job, takin’ 


over on vocals. .'n | can't remember at the moment who filled'n on guitar... 


"| was kinda disappointed, y'know, ummm, when | woke up after surgery real soon. Was hopin’ I'd be'n a coma, 
jus’ a little while. ‘N maybe | coulda found you, ‘n we could hang out 'n shoot the shit, w'thout me having to 
worry about being a fuck-up.. But, uhh, | knew it wouldn'a happened. 


"That's all that's really notable, anyway. There's not much | can say. The others, ummm.. Kirk 'n Lars are a'lot 
closer than they used tbe. | think Jason's hangin’ with'm a little more than he used to, y'know. I'm not into all 
of it they do -the drugs’ the glam and horror and shit, so l'm not around as often, 'n it seems they're fine 
with that. | guess it's fine too. | get why they'd rather me not be there. ‘Cause | know I've probably fucked up 
with them, just like | already fucked up with you last week." 


He looked up tiredly. 


"Kirk's happy as ever, the last few weeks. He still blames himself, but doesn't walk around looking stricken the 


moment we talk about it. Funny, Jason's a bit more outgoing too. Only you coming back coulda done it” 
Cliff just stared back, lost for words. 


He had seen James get drunk many times before going into his coma. He'd seen all of his bandmates drunk, and 


he'd been drunk and stoned plenty of times with them. 

What he saw in James now was not what he'd seen back then. 

It wasn't drinking for fun. 

It was drinking to get numb Drinking to not remember half the things he saw. 

There was a weight on his chest -what felt like it might as well have been as heavy as he was with how thin 
he'd become -and suddenly, Cliff felt like he couldn't breathe. The smell was choking him and grabbing his 
stomach, his throat was closing up, and his heart was pounding so hard that he was surprised it didn't jump 


through the gap in his ribs. 


It didn't do that, but maybe it was close, because the alarm on his heart monitor began beeping loudly, and 


each beep removed more hope that it was all a nightmare he'd wake up from and realize wasn't real. 


Cliff startled and yelped at the sudden sound attacking him, and James flinched and backed into the wheeled 
table that extended over Cliff's bed at mealtimes. 


It crashed over. The pitcher of water and ice chips on top landed on its side, and a tidal wave sloshed across 
the floor when the lid popped off on impact: 


Though none had spilled on Cliff, he felt the sensation of icy cold dread creeping over his body. He shivered so 
hard that his stomach lurched and he had to swallow against nausea as he imagined water spilling over James’ 


burning body, and felt as though it was still burning and self-destructing in front of him now. 


The crash echoed in his head like the clanging of metal as the bus veered off the road and onto its side, and 
the chill brought back faint memories of cold air blasting against him as the light faded. 


‘Excuse me? Sir?" Bernadette pushed the door open, and her raspy voice pitched up an octave higher than 
usual with disbelief at the downed table, the spill that quickly grew as the ice melted, and the wide stare of 
panic on Cliff's face she hadn't seen since he'd woken up choking on the endotracheal tube. 


She fixed James with one look, taking in his messy hair and rumpled clothes, and sniffed at the faint reek of 


whiskey in the air around him. 


"You, out Right n-" The finger she pointed to the door then retracted to point up to the ceiling. "Actually, you 
stay RIGHT there. And don't you movel Cliff, DO you KNOW him?" 


Cliff nodded, then watched as James didn't even react when Bernadette backed out of the room, keeping an eye 
in him until she got through the threshold He saw her hit a button beside the door, and he could tell 


whatever its function was, it wasn't for anything good. 


He heard the phone dialing outside, each number key beeping loudly, because it was hooked up to the PA 
system. Some code. 


But James lowered his head and stared at his shoes in his trance, remaining unreactive to any of it. And Cliff 
didn't have the guts to say anything further in the few minutes it took for the shift nurse to come in and 


give him a tranquilizer shot to calm him down, and for security to arrive and lead James out. 


By that point, their first reunion was already well past over. 


Fed Through the Tube that Sticks In Me 
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meaning reveal tied to Cliffs recovery process -some of which is appearing now in their growing roles with 


Cliff. 


Cliff couldnt put his finger on any one reason -with as many as he could say there were -but he felt grossly 
depressed after James' painfully short and detached visit. 


With the state James had arrived in, he hadn't even been upset when Bernadette had security send him home 
in a squad car. It hadn't come with a penalty, but even if it had, Cliff suspected it was the safest thing that 
could have happened. 


The next two days were so lonely, he could hardly bear it. His vitals dropped, he felt weaker, and after three 
weeks with his stomach functioning well, he was violently ill and struggling to keep food down again. Once the 
stomach drugs he was prescribed worked their magic so that he could handle bland foods, he didn't feel like 
eating at all. After a few bites at each meal, he pushed his plate away disinterestedly as he felt the heavy 
block settling in his stomach, and he ended up with a nasogastric tube running in his nostril and down his 


throat to give him nutrients. 


By the second morning, an extra nurse had to be called to each shift because he required constant 
observation, and Cliff heard one of the general ICU doctors mention the possibility of him slipping back into a 
coma if his vitals kept dropping and sustaining low levels at the rate they were. 


The thought of that -what it meant for him, and what it meant for everyone else -only made him feel worse. 
His heart rate got lower, and his breathing became more shallow. His short-lived week of being able to sit up 
straight without support as long as he voluntarily would in the past felt as though it might not live through a 
second without interruption. 


Soon, he was being asked with the turn of every shift what he felt would be the best thing to assess 
whatever discomfort he was in, driving the changes in his progress. He'd been thoroughly scanned and tested; 
no new injury or infection could account for the sudden downturn, and Cliff couldn't argue with the conclusion 
of it being ‘psychologically driven’, for all the times he questioned if it had been used as a bullshit answer 
anytime nobody could find anything obvious. 


An hour long phone call home on the first day helped some -particularly to get his uncomfortable meeting off 


his chest, but it left him even lonelier the next day. 


Being sent more familiar pillows and blankets from home at the start of the third day, in hopes that physical 
comfort would perk his mood, did the opposite. While Cliff was as comfortable as he'd ever been in his hospital 
bed, he more easily slid into his thoughts, and was sooner haunted by them. 


The fourth day, he had a meltdown. 
Ironically, the fourth day was also February tenth. Cliff's birthday. 


He thought he should have been happy about it. This was the first birthday he'd been awake for in a decade. 
He'd been strong enough last week, and he should have been strong enough to celebrate it as best as he could 


have. 


Instead, he was in such bad shape that nobody aside from his parents were allowed to come in and see him, 


because his visitor privileges had been restricted again. 


Everything on the awful, looming list was screaming within him, and reality was striking in a different way than 


it had before. 


He'd spent ten whole years of his life that he would never get back asleep, and even though he had time left 
to be grateful for, it was finally hitting home how so much of it had been wasted shill And now there was a 
chance he would fall back under and waste even more of it because he couldn't get a grip -all because he 

couldn't stand to see James so depressed, when his absence was undoubtedly the reason for his state in the 


first place. 


He felt stupid and helpless. Seeing James like that should have motivated him to fight to get better faster so 
he could be there for him and fix everything -at least, that's what he thought seemed to make the most 


sense in his mind But his heart ached instead. It screamed over his thoughts, and he couldn't drown it out. 


By the time the morring shift change came and Bernadette checked through all the rooms, Cliff was lying 
awake, internally scolding himself to ‘chill the fuck out’ and stop getting worked up over what he already knew 


was out of his control and couldn't be changed. 
He'd said it to Kirk, and now he was turning into a hypocrite, doing the same thing to himself over James. 


It wasn't Ais fault that the bus crashed, or that James hadn't taken it well, but it felt like it was. f he'd woken 
up sooner -or not been in a coma and made it out alive only with several broken bones as Lars had 


desperately hoped for that night -James might have done better. 


"Good morning, Cliff," said Bernadette with her weary, sighing tone that always sounded like she was dreading 


another day with him. "I hope you are more well than the last time we spoke." 


Something about the interaction was so detached -just as James had been -that it made him want to go home 


more than ever as he slipped further away from that goal, and that was what threw him over the edge. 


The tears started silently. Feeling pathetic, he slid down on the pillow and rolled over on his right side, 
shuddering at visions of his left rib cage collapsing under pressure with the gap smack dab in the middle of it. 


That made him feel that much more of a hypocrite. All the times he'd had to tell James it was okay to be 
upset when he'd been torn up over kicking out Dave, because James had grown up forbidden to be vulnerable 
and upset. Cliff had never been forbidden from it, nor did he think there was a problem with it when the 
situation warranted it. He didn't know why he wanted to think the chaos of the last month and a half didn't 
give him the right to be upset, but he did. 


"Cliff, if you think l'm not aware of it, you're mistaken," Bernadette informed him, pressing her cold 
stethoscope to his back as she went about checking vitals. "If you're in discomfort or feeling more ill than 


you've been, you'll do better to not hide it.” 


"I'm fucked up," Cliff whimpered. Just as much as he is, he added silently, and now the tears were coming too 


fast for him to try blinking them back. 


"Itd hardly be fair for one of us to say that, let alone you to yourself. You're a patient in recovery, Cliff. You 
don't simply expect to make a full recovery on a linear timeline; there are plateaus and setbacks. Quite frankly, 


it's amazing you made it as far as you did before having one.” 


"No," Cliff insisted, feeling his heart aching inside his chest and feeling like it was harder to draw a steady 
breath, try as he might. "You don't get it. lim going backwards -all because | can't get what's out of my own 
control out of my head. He could be dying, and | could be dying -ard if | die, that'll make sure he will, the way 


he is now. And none of you all could stop it, because l'm hopeless!" 


"Clifford Lee Burton, you know full well that you aren't hopeless," scolded Bernadette. For once, she sounded 


more like a stern grandmother than a veteran nurse, and it only made Cliff that much more homesick. 


"What are my vitals then?" Cliff clinched his teeth as he spoke, feeling the tug on his lower jaw with the 


spasm in his inhales that would turn into hiccuping if he let it. 
"Your heart rate is 68, that's up from 55, and your blood pressure is 10 over 60, which is up from 80. The 
latter is still quite low. However, we won't know until later if those will stay up, or if they've risen because 


you're upset. | can't get an accurate breathing rate from you right now." 


"See, then?" He couldn't help it, even when he was internally yelling at himself to stop the kind of talk he was 


about to make louder than Bernadette would dare. 


"Nobody can even tell if they're going the right way or not. | told you, I'm fucked up!" 


"That is quite enough, Cliff. You've been through a lot, and you've had to hear and see a number of difficult 
things. Think about it," she said sternly. "Anyone in this hospital would tell you its hardly a surprise you've 
come to this, and | know it's not difficult for you to figure that out.” 


Still, Bernadette took a longer moment than usual to write notes on his chart after recording vitals. By the 
time she was finished, Cliff was lying on his side again to face away from her, tears rolling toward the pillow 
as he swallowed back sobs and pleaded to himself that she'd leave. 


When she finally did, he pulled the pillow to his face to muffle what he couldn't hold back, and didn't even 
realize that the nurse taking over the watch for the day had come in until he felt a hand land softly on his 


shoulder, trying to give him a sense of comfort. 
Instead, he only wished that Ray or one of his bandmates were there instead. 


Two hours later, Cliff was past letting out surfacing emotions, and fully inconsolable. He only wished he was as 
stoned as his bloodshot eyes made him look -as he figured he'd be feeling too good to cry over what seemed 
silly enough to him. And that felt just as bad, realizing he wanted to be so high he didn't care what was 
happening -just like James. 


Stop having a pity party. Its not going to change anything F Kirk came to visit right now -if he COULD, because | 
know he wants to -this would KLL him, and | wouldn't be able to help hm like this. 


„Ive fucking EARNED a pity party! 


And maybe he had, as much as he wanted to keep moving toward recovery rather than sliding back. It 
occurred to Cliff that he had yet until now to really get upset over what had happened to him. All his wild 
emotions before had been the result of reunions and seeing the effects of his absence on everyone he cared 


about. 


Even though James’ condition weighed heavily on his mind, the effect of the accident on himself had finally 
caught up, and he was going to have to deal with the list of things he didn't know how to deal with, even when 
he'd barely scratched the surface of how. 


He spent the day fading in and out between a light doze and silent crying, overwhelmed with exhaustion, but 
too wound up to sleep in fear with each time that if he let himself fall too deeply asleep, he'd stay asleep 
indefinitely once again 


He didn't understand how he could be so fired and so desperate for solid sleep, yet so desperate to resist 
whatever sleep he was capable of getting at the same time. That gathered at the end of his list. 


The third time he woke up, he noticed new warning labels on his hospital bracelet and IV pole, and made out a 


few notes on his chart on the wall. 


Patient reports no new physical pain, and does not react painfully fo palpation. Positive response to anti-emetic 
and anti-nausea agent persists, but displays anorexic behavior at mealtimes. Nasogastric tube remains recommended 
for minimal nutrition Patient is despondent as of the morning of 2/10/91, and continues to experience increased 
sleep interruptions from the night of 2/6/97. Note has been sent to consider antidepressant agent if psychological 
upset persists. Consultation with psychiatrist in scheduling process.’ 


Cliff moaned at the words that grew blurry as he pieced together the jargon Now they thought he was 
screwed up in the head, as if he didn't have a right to be upset for once in his life. If he didn't have a right to 
it now, he didn't know when he did 


The thought set him off into another round of ‘despondent' crying that would certainly earn him more bad 


notes, until it lulled him back into another uneasy doze. 

The fifth time he woke up gasping and panicked, his nurse for the day -Lia -put in a call to the pharmacy. 
"You are not at the stage where we remove consent for antidepressant agents yet. As long as you don't want 
them for now, we're not giving them to you. That's not what l'm calling up for," she assured. "It's just going to 


be something to help you sleep." 


"| don't want to sleep," pleaded Cliff, squeezing his eyes shut and trying to fight back the tears that made a 
quick return and spilled through anyway, because he didn't want to sleep, but at the same time, he really did 


"Please." 


"I know you don't," she said apologetically. "I would let you stay awake right now if | could and if it wasn't 
against what the doctor ordered. And if | could truthfully say it wouldn't hurt you. You haven't had sustained 
sleep beyond thirty minutes in over forty-eight hours, Cliff, and the longest you've managed in the last few 


weeks is four hours at a time. You are physically and mentally exhausted" 
"I'm so fucking tired, but | can’t" 

Lia sighed. "Cliff." 

"| don't want to go back into a coma." 


"Your vitals are jumping, and too much of this staying awake could cause brain damage. | promise, you're much 
less likely to go back into a coma under a sedative than if we let this keep going the way it is." 


"They kept saying | will if my vitals drop more." Cliff shook his head against the pillow, and that felt like it took 
more effort than it should have, even when a month and a half prior, he would have been sick just trying to. 


"They'll go down if | sleep." 


"This isn't a surgical sedative, Cliff, what we give to encourage sleep isn't nearly as harsh. And we have 


monitors on you to make sure they stay in a safe range." 


"I know why they're there," Cliff wailed. His voice cracked and pitched up an octave, and he noted just one more 
of those times where something could have been funny -if it weren't for the situation. "I don't know why | 
don't trust them and you guys, | just -| don't know if -" 


"You're scared, and there's nothing wrong with that," Lia soothed. "It doesn't matter if you don't know why you 
are, or if you think it doesn't help, or if you know why you shouldn't be. Sometimes you just are. That is okay.” 


Sometimes you just ARE, and that's okay. The same words Cliff had told James a hundred times in 1983. 


Its still not going to get me back to where | was last week if | do sleep, is it?" Cliff looked down at his chest 
mournfully. "Ill still be on psychiatric watch, and all that shit, and | still won't be able to sit up or get rid of 
the tube." 


"You're very tired, and you're overwhelmed. We make note of everything as a precaution, and I'm aware the 
other night was a difficult one. But | honestly think being tired is taking some of those emotions and blowing 
them up over your head, and you'd be surprised how much it can hold you back physically. Sleep isn't going to 
fix everything you have going right now, but you'll feel better once you get some." 


Cliff finally nodded his reluctant but understanding approval for the doctors to administer the sedative when 
they brought it up from the pharmacy. 


Lia looked to the phone, put her index finger up, and raised an eyebrow. 


"Would it help if we had you call home real quick while we wait for your medicine to arrive? You won't have to 


worry about missing a call from them while you're asleep if you call now." 


Cliff hated crying on the phone -there was something about it that felt pathetic in ways that crying in person 
didn't. Like he was trying to hide even when he wasn't, and there was no point in hiding when his voice gave it 


away anyway. 


But he welcomed a phone call home, and hearing Ray calmly repeat in more familiar terms that getting some 


sleep would help him feel better set his fear slowly backing down. 


He was grateful nobody at home verbally wished him a happy birthday. He knew they remembered, even if 
they didn't say it. If they had, and if any of the nurses had while he was in his state, he was sure it would 
feel like even more of a sick joke than it had when everyone told him ‘Merry Christmas’ the morning after he 


woke up. 


By the time the pharmacist came up with two syringes and he was hanging up the phore, he'd calmed down to 
sniffling and his eyes were dry for the first time all day. 


"Is that it?" he asked, seeing the syringe filled with milky white liquid. 
"Yes it is," said the pharmacist. 


"We've got your vitals right here. l'll be watching it until the end of my shift, and there will be someone right 
here all night too. If anything goes wrong, or if you're not up on your own by late tomorrow morning, we have 
this too. Right here." Lia showed him a syringe filled with a dose of a reversal agent for the sedative -a clear 


liquid with a faint tint of tan. "You will wake up, Cliff." 


"You'll be just fine, Cliff," said Ray on the phone. "Get some sleep and keep getting better for me. But more 
importantly, for yourself." 


Cliff watched his wrist cannula as the plunger began pushing the white out of the syringe, and the lights faded 
before half of it was gone. He was soundly asleep by 6:00 PM, and the hell that had been February lOth, 1991 
-his thirty-fifth birthday, and the twenty-fifth he'd been awake to experience -came to an end. 


When he woke up next, he did so with a start as he opened his eyes to sun streaming through the window, and 


reflexively pulled his right hand -which he could move easier -to cover his eyes. 

"Shit, what day is it? What time is it? | didnt-" 

Ray's hand came down on Cliff's chest. 

"It's the lith, Cliff. 930 in the morning. You just went to bed early and slept through the night is all” 


The tension began slipping out of Cliff's shoulders, leaving him physically exhausted, and very aware of how 
sore his chest was and how much his head still hurt from crying through the previous day, even after a 
fifteen hour rest. The sensation had tears building beneath his eyelids and his face tensing up before he could 


realize it. 


"Dad," he choked out, not sure what else to say. He didn't know how long he'd been there, what the nurses had 
told him, or what he'd been thinking since their phone call. 


‘Its okay, Cliff. Don't worry about it. l'm fine, and you're going to be fine too." 
"They didn't have to -did they-?" He turned his head against the pillow to the counter, where Ray pointed to 
the syringe with the clear reversal agent. The plunger was still drawn back, the needle cap was on, and the full 


dose of liquid was still in the tube. 


"Unless you weren't metabolizing it fast enough, it wore off at 2:00 in the morning, because they didn't give 


you any more. You were just very tired and getting some good sleep." 


Cliff reached up to his face, noting that at least his arms didn’t feel as heavy and sore as they had. He felt 
the two symmetrical tubes rumning oxygen to his nose, and the extra, more rubbery tube on the right side 


only, still running down to his stomach. 
"What's going to happen to James?" 
Ray sighed. 


‘Lars has been looking out for him this week, because they've been in the studio. Next week, it's a break, so lll 
be there if he needs extra help." 


"How long has he been struggling, Dad?" Cliff forcefully shook his head against the pillows, trying to physically 
shake the images from his head so he could see the happier, healthier James he remembered. "He was so 


messed up the other night." 


"James had a hard time just getting past denial of what happened, Cliff. And he went down pretty hard when 

he did. Everyone took some heat from it -I'd say Jason took the most, though they might argue differently - 
and we've done our best to watch James and make sure he's not getting too run down out of sight. He hid a 

lot from us too, as you know why and how James hides it, and we thought we'd gotten him to open up a bit 

and that we were doing pretty well." 


"Because you've been there with him, and you said he was happy around ‘4 with The Black Album," said Cliff, 


"and you said he was using the music as a channel for it" 
"And he was. He got better with the stuff he allowed us to see." 
Ray trailed off and smiled sadly as he put his hands on the bedrail. 


"But | think we're all realizing this week that he's been hiding more than we thought he was, and for better or 


worse, he still loves and trusts you enough that you were the one he waited for to show it To." 


Cliff nodded slowly. That was true. What James would have done to hide being so vulnerable from most people, 
and there he'd been after ten years. A little late, but still there. 


"| want to be able to help him," he murmured. "And | can't help him while l'm stuck here and getting worse 


instead of better." 


"No, Cliff. We can't put that on you, because the reality is, if we couldn't help him sooner, you wouldn't be able 
to even if you were at home right now," insisted Ray. "James can't get help until he's ready to get help. And 
before that, he's gotta accept it that it's okay to get help and that he can Unfortunately, we know why that's 


gonna take some time, and why it's already taken some time." 


"But, we're still gonna be there for him, right?" Cliff willed back the second lump of tears forming in his throat. 


"We're not gonna -| mean, | don't wanna see him the way he was the other night, ever. And | know it might 
happen again once l'm out of here.. I'll still be able to see him again though, right? They're not gonna keep him 
out of the hospital -he's not gonna be told | don't want him around, or is he-?" 


"| don't know when James is going to see you again, Cliff, but you can be sure we didn't tell him he can't visit 
you anymore. Kirk and | are going to see about getting some regulations set for James so he can come back 
here." Ray pressed his lips together and stared off wearily. "He's not banned, to put it that way, but the staff 


is a bit weary of him." 


"They're gonna make it harder for him to come back," said Cliff, "at least not without an appointment and 


escort.” 


"And probably for the better. Maybe he'll feel less anxious if the first few times, he has Kirk or Lars with 
him, or until he gets back in good graces with security," Ray suggested. "And there's nothing wrong with that. 
Whatever happens, we can all promise right now that the next time you see James, he'll be coherent. He'll still 
have his problems though, and for the time being, we're gonna have to not let that get in the way of loving 


him. 
"Or else he won't think it's okay to get help." 


"Or he won't think it's okay to get help," Ray repeated, reaching up and running his fingers through Cliffs hair, 
which at Ray's request -knowing what Cliff would want if he woke up -had never been trimmed shorter than 


shoulder length while he was asleep. 


"Because he thinks we'll say he's weak and that we won't love him anymore if he does get help," added Cliff. 
"Even though we've all told him thats not true -l did before | even." He couldn't force himself to say it. "All 
because of what his parents told him when he was growing up, and he's still afraid of being abandoned. He's 


still hurt from that." 

"And we can't change that. Nor can we just tell him something and have him believe it just like that. We gotta 
keep showing him and letting him heal so he can get better too, Cliff. We can't change him. Can't live his life 
for him. We just gotta love him. The same way we love you, regardless of how fast or slow you're getting 


better, or what you're going to have to do to get there." 


A knock came on the door, and Ray delivered one affectionate hair tousle to Cliff's head -undoing the benefit 
of all his finger-combing -before he stood up. 


"You got your appointments, so they're kicking me out for now, but you know I'll be back in a couple of days, 
Cliff. We're not leaving you or James behind." 


Cliff nodded a wordless thanks, before Lia entered as soon as Ray was out. 


"Did | stay stable while | was asleep?" he blurted 


"You heart rate was a little slow, but stayed very steady last night," assured Lia, "and Dr. O'Neal was very 
pleased with the charts." 


"So, I'm not at risk of going back into a coma anymore?" 


"We aren't allowed to promise that in a case as rare as yours, but | wouldn't say its something they're very 


worried about at the moment, because it looks like you're not on constant watch today." 

Cliff breathed a sigh of relief. "Any other surprises?” 

"John's outside to see you once l'm out." Lia picked up her clipboard and recorded the vitals on the wall chart 
-in an orange marker rather than a red one, which Cliff had come to recognize as a borderline warning level, 
as opposed to an inarguably abnormal one. He was still low, but he could assume he wasn't at a concerning 
point far below normal anymore. 

"You've got another doctor coming to see you after John too." 

"What for?" asked Cliff. 

"The general doctor for the department wanted us to have you consult with a psychiatrist after yesterday." 


I'm feeling better now." Not a hundred percent, Cliff supposed. 


Then again, if he wanted James to think it was okay to get help, he supposed he needed to be okay with it, 
whether he really needed a psychiatrist or not. 


"You don't have to stick with it," Lia added, snapping Cliff out of his thoughts. "Its just to assess how you're 
doing, and if we can help you in some ways we haven't tried yet. If you decide you don't want it after Today, 
that's fine. And if you think it would help, but you want someone other than who you see today -| think it's 
Dr. Panapper coming to see you -we can find you someone else." 

"Alright," he decided, and without the hesitation of the day before. "l'm up for it” 

"Then I'll let John take over here." 

Dr. Lindenwood came in next to check his lungs. His respiratory therapy was still on-hold with his other 
physical rehab until the doctors saw that he was stabilized from his sudden downturn. Ideally, they wanted his 
vitals to stay stable, and wanted to see him in better spirits before resuming. 


The latter of which, Cliff was still struggling to reach, try as he might. 


"Is been a long few days," noted John as he listened through his stethoscope. "And I've been told they 


probably seemed even longer for you. You're still sounding good and clear; and just as strong as the last time | 


saw you. They're holding up between exercises." 


"I think my lungs got a good enough workout yesterday anyway," said Cliff, pressing his fingers delicately 


against his sore ribs. 


"They probably did," John agreed, meeting Cliff with an empathetic look. "Maybe that can be part of the silver 
lining to an otherwise not so great time for you. Though | promise, I'm going to do my best to make sure as 


much as your respiratory rehab happens any other way." 
Cliff managed a weak grin. 
"There you go. | think we're good here; so you'll have some downtime before whoever's next to come see you." 


"Is a new doctor this time," said Cliff. "A therapist they want me to try. | don't know who; some really 


unusual name-" 
"Ah, Brian Panapper." John lit up with recognition as he glanced at Cliff's papers. 
"Is he a cool guy?" 


"A hippie who unsuccessfully tried to dodge the draft and went to Vietnam for a year, then got his psychology 
and medical degrees on his bill. As long as you're careful about how you bring up the topic of peace -it's a 
sensitive topic for him when he didn't go to war willingly -he's pretty down to earth." John nodded with a 
faintly satisfied smirk. "| think you'll enjoy him better than most" 


As far as Cliff was concerned, John's word was as good as any, coming from any member of the hospital 
staff. In his book, only Ginny had ever challenged him for the most trustworthy staff member, especially by 
also being cool when Lars visited. Though, beneath the rigid rule-follower, he was beginning to see a sense of 


caring in Lia. 


Maybe that was a silver lining too, he supposed. That he could find a way to trust and feel like some of the 
people payed to keep him alive actually cared. That he could find some good in the hospital he was ultimately 


stuck in. 


When the knock came in his door, he didn't have a high expectation that Dr. Panapper might become part of 
that silver lining, but he hoped for it anyway. 


It took Cliff a second of wondering why he walked with an odd gait as he came into the room. Then, he noticed 
that the abnormal motion was strictly confined to his left leg, and his pant-leg hung differently on it. He had a 
prosthetic. 


They'd chosen this doctor for a reason, Cliff realized, or maybe, the doctor had chosen to specialize in long- 


term physical recovery patients for a reason of his own. He understood some of the challenges that the 


recovery entailed. 
Cliff," Dr. Panapper greeted him. "I hear you've got some stories to tell." 


"| guess | look like it," Cliff quipped, looking at all his tubes and thinking of all the metal plates, rods, and bones 


missing inside him. "Not sure how many | really have with ten years down for the count." 


"Well, l'm always surprised to hear how many stories people who have been out manage to have anyway. If 
you're up to it, | bet you've got something still” 


Cliff had been ready for a boring therapist telling him he needed to think one way instead of another about 
what he was going through -possibly in the same way he'd already told himself a hundred times the day 
before. He'd been prepared for dry jargon and standard suggestions that would make him feel like a freak if 
they didn't work for him -as they did for so many who didn't understand why they didn't feel the same way 
as those who hailed the popular techniques. 


But as he got rolling, talking about waking up, ‘The List in his head, how he'd worked so hard to get his 
strength back, his visits, not being able to play bass, and how everything crashed apart with the table falling 
down at James’ visit, he wasn't met with any interruption arguing with the way he described his own 
experience, or telling him he should have felt some way different than he had. Dr. Panapper actually did seem 
to listen. Like a soldier who saw Cliff's situation as his own form of a battle story. Somebody who had also 
woken up in a hospital bed -or perhaps someplace not as fortunate -with bones missing from his body and no 


sense of how long he'd been unconscious. 


As he broke down and processed what he saw in Cliffs descriptions, Dr. Panapper spoke in normal words, and 
he still didn't once try to tell Cliff how to think, or that he was wrong for thinking a certain way. He instead 
asked if he'd gotten it wrong, and if Cliff felt something different, asked him to explain why. 


"So you weren't upset that James arrived drunk," he repeated back. "And you weren't upset with him for 
knocking the table over and getting your nurse angry with both of you." 


"No, | wasn't," Cliff explained. "It wouldn't be fair, because I've been drunk with him too many times before. And 
the table and the pitcher -that was an accident, and that nurse would have been upset if he were even sober, 


because she gets annoyed if they come that late at night" 


"So what was the part of that that you ‘didn't know how to deal with'?" Dr. Panapper was using the language 
of The List with him rather than his own terms, Cliff noticed, as he went on to explain James’ difficult past, 


and with some caution, their relationship and how his leaving had visibly traumatized James. 


To Cliff's biggest surprise, he wasn't given a list of common suggestions for managing trauma and anxiety. He 


didn't so much as try to draw a box, but left the path forward up to Cliff. 


"You've hit what some long term recovery patients call ‘the wall around here, just to name one of the things 
we call it," he explained. "It's nothing uncommon or surprising to see, particularly with the extent of your case, 
Cliff, and | can't emphasize enough that its completely normal to have setbacks and feel discouraged -or to 
have that present itself in any number of ways. However, it is something you'll need to address to have a 
successful recovery in the long term, just like you already realize The List is -and maybe part of that list is 
graffiti on the wall, or however you see it. Maybe it's a hurdle on a track, or caution tape on the side of the 


road." 


Cliff thought about it and pictured himself finally getting up from the scene of the bus crash and clearing the 
yellow tape -if ten years late. The physical tape that had been there was gone, but it had been there. He could 
see it, fading in and out of his vision of the tubes running nutrients and oxygen into him. And maybe it did 
carry the list, just as the real tape that night had carried a list for Kirk, Lars, and James -who still had tape 
-or a longer-standing wall -of his own. 


"What you're going to need to do is figure out with your nurses and doctors how to get you over that wall, 
and safely. Because the way you'll have to get over it is going to have to be a way that you want to do it, and 
only you can really say what that is. You know better than anyone else what will and won't work for you, or 


how fast or slow you need to go. And the same is true for James, just like you said." 


Cliff was still thinking of things he hadn't tried for getting over that wall by the time evening rolled around. He 
had settled for trying to tackle what he could on his own of The List, but he was beginning to realize that 
dwelling on it for too long without a break was one of the things making the wall feel too big to handle. It was 
the previous day, when he couldn't get it out of his head, that he felt the most hopeless. 


He'd heard the gist of what his bandmates had been through that right. Maybe not enough to dismiss that 
bullet on The List, but enough that he could try to address another. Trying to understand what they'd been 


through -or the tapes they'd cleared, even if he knew he would only ever know so much. 


Lars.. | know Im never gonna fully understand what happened that night. But | want you to know | realize it was 
difficult And | hope one day the world recognizes everything you did, holding it all together when it felt like the 
world turned upside down | hope they'll someday appreciate it, even if you probably made yourself look like a jerk 
when it happened ..and | know you well enough to know you DID „But | appreciate if, and will, even if no one else 
does. Because Im not sure if | could have done it. Seeing James just the other night, | dont think | could have 
gotten him through THAT night. But, for better or worse, somehow, you did 


Kirk.. | cant even put it in words. | just want you to forgive yourself. More than ever. A few days is bad enough, 
and you dragged what wasn't your fault for ten years. And maybe you still are. | don't know if thats something 
you can let go of entirely in an instant „maybe well figure it out together, as | get better, and hopefully, as James 
does foo. 


| dont want to know, because itll probably break my heart.. Had you come in for a different reason, | know it 
would have been different though | hope one day you'll have the chance to know how it would have been, but.. 
Jason.. Dude.. WHAT did they DO fo you? 


James Get help. Please, get help. | didn’t mean to leave you, ever. | promise. Please.. Dont leave me.. 


The door swung open, cutting Cliffs internal monologue to James short. It was Angie, taking on the night shift, 
and coming to check his vitals. 


"I know most of us are starting to sound like broken records, Cliff, but is there anything different you're 
thinking of tonight that we can do to make you a bit more comfortable, or help you start feeling better?" 


"| need a distraction," Cliff finally told Angie, as the answer worked itself together in his head. "Until | can play 
that thing in the corner again, | need to do something to get me there instead of lying around thinking about it. 
Maybe it seems counterintuitive, but if you have to put monitors all over me to make sure it's safe, I'll do 


whatever. | want them to push me as hard as they can" 
He'd done fine during all his physical therapy. It was the only thing missing from his life in the hospital after 
James' visit. If lying around crying over his condition wasn't getting him toward the goal, and he couldn't stop 


himself from crying so he could stop lying around, maybe the latter had to come first. 


Angie made note on her clipboard. "I'll report up to your doctors and see what they can work out. They'll get 
you right.” 


It took me awhile to wake up, but | managed to jump over that wall, Cliff thought to himself as he laid back and 


tried to relax as he had his low-hanging vitals checked yet another time. 


Hl jump over this one quick 


Oh Please God Help Me 
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The next day, Cliffs respiratory exercises were as hard as they'd ever been. The visual feedback device he'd 
had at first had been a relatively narrow tube, with inch increments on the side, and little plastic balls inside 
that he needed to force to rise by blowing into a mouthpiece. Not only was it to get his respiration strong 
enough to get along without the oxygen tubes in his nose, but also to strengthen the muscles running along his 


ribs, which were more important in protecting his organs now that he had a gap in them. 


Over the last few weeks -up until he crashed into the ‘wall of doom’ -he'd gotten rigs of tubes, where the 
mouthpiece split to two tubes, then three. All narrow, but requiring additional effort. 


Today, he had a new tube. It was singular, but double the width of the previous tubes, and he had to get up to 


at least the sixth increment before the end of the session 


How the hell could he resist gravity for little plastic balls that couldn't have been thicker than half a 


centimeter in a tube that was nearly two inches wide? 

"Exhale hard, Cliff," Dr. Lindenwood ordered. "Hard as you can. Keep the plastic balls up. You're halfway.’ 

At least the exertion had put his heart rate back up into the middle of the normal range, rather than barely 
making the bottom. Feeling his head beginning to spin, Cliff glared at the tube just past his nose -he was sure 
he looked like something special, glaring as hard as he could with crossed eyes -and pushed his shoulders 


forward as he blew out, successfully sending the orange dots up to the six inch mark. 


"Good. Give yourself a moment to breathe normal and catch your breath, and then | want you to do it again 


Cliff waited until the stars dissipated, and did three more rounds. It was exhausting, though not as impossible 


as he'd feared. 


The inhalation exercise was harder, though not for all the reasons feared at the start. While inhaling came 
naturally to him -even through a tube in his deep sleep -it did require more muscle contractions, and could 
wind him faster when he did it forcefully. The previous exercise had brought back a sliver of his motivation, 
which helped him along with it. 


However, the slightest lift in his mood, paired with Dr. Lindenwood's descriptions turned on the immature side 
of his brain. And when he tried to inhale against the the inhaler-like mouthpiece of a three foot long tube that 
pointed toward the ground, trying to make a large, thick ball almost as wide as the tube rise, it went to the 
first innuendo it could tie to the situation Even when he found nothing funny about how hard it was to get a 
good reading on it, his mouth twitched around the mouthpiece as snickering began to break through his will. 


The ball slammed back down in the bottom of the tube -a strong inhale was nearly impossible while fighting to 
keep from laughing -and Cliff shook his head and leaned back on the pillow. 


He took a wheezy gasp through his mouth and cracked out a hard belly laugh that wracked his entire stick of 
a body. 


"Cliff." Dr. Lindenwood looked both slightly bewildered and amused. Somehow maintaining his professional 
composure, he pointed to his watch and stood patiently while he waited for Cliff to pull himself together. 


‘Sorry, John," said Cliff after a moment. "I don't know what just came over me, but it wasn't gonna go away 


until | got it out of my system!" 


Well, he did know what thought came over him, but he decided it wasn't something he felt like sharing, even if 


John was fun and more likely to understand than anyone else. 


Dr. Lindenwood's expression softened. He smirked, and there was a knowing glint in his tired eyes behind his 


glasses. 


"If it made you feel better, l'm glad you did. Laughing like that also requires a lot of strength in your lungs, 
Cliff. You've come a long way, and you're on your way to bouncing back quick. But let's try to get that tube up 
to eight at least once before | leave, okay? Dr. Zablocki wants to know if you'll be able to withstand what she's 
hoping to have you do today." 


It was a fight and a half, but fifteen minutes later, and not feeling as dizzy as he expected to, Cliff got the ball 
up -not just to the eighth increment, but the ninth, earring himself praise, and a promise from John for an 


even bigger challenge next time. 


"By the way, John?" 


"Yes, Cliff?" 
"What is it that Dr. Zablocki is having me do?" 


Just then, the door pushed open. Dr. Zablocki and Bernadette were wheeling in a large metal frame that 
consisted of parallel bars that were almost as tall as the doorway. A padded harness hung down from where it 


was strapped to the bars. 

"That's a good question And part of its up to you," she answered 
Cliff did a double take at the huge frame. 

"What's that for?" 


"Well, you tell me. How far do you want to push it?" Dr. Zablocki tilted her head downward and looked at Cliff 
straight on, as though inquisitively peering over a set of imaginary glasses. "Feel like taking your first steps in 


ten years today, Cliff?" 
He couldn't help but stare up and right back at her, wide-eyed, and this time in silence. 


Really, Terri. You shouldn't tease, and especially not with large, intimidating contraptions." Bernadette shook her 
head, but she seemed to be resigned to the banter as typical of Dr. Zablocki. 


"I'm not sure if | can," Cliff admitted, "but if | could, I'd feel like it" 
"Well, we'll find out just how close we can get you today. How about that?" 


It was awhile into the longest session he'd had before Cliff got to get out of bed. First, he had to go through 
his old arm exercises, and passive range of motion with his legs while lying down. The former was harder than 
it had been the last time, but not as difficult as Cliff had suspected from his four days of sliding backward. It 
seemed getting some rest on the fifth day had put the strength back in his arms, and he just had to fight to 
stretch them back out. 


He didn't end up taking any real steps in the hour he spent slung in the harness, as he'd suspected he wouldn't. 
But there was something about being in the position of hanging upright that made him feel more alive. Out of 
the bed, he felt free. 


However, it was plenty strange, feeling the pressure of lying down off his bony sides and back, but not a 
particularly bad feeling. The hardest part was realizing his stomach muscles were still far weaker than he was 
aware of, and it was hard holding his upper body straight at first. Half the time, he had to reach up for the 
bars and use his hands to help hold himself up. 


He'd thought learning to sit up was hard, and once again, he was more aware than he'd ever been of which 


muscles controlled what. 


"Just hanging here, if it feels difficult, you're getting stronger there," Dr. Zablocki reminded him. "You're 


working your arms holding yourself up too.” 


"Good," Cliff decided, and he strove to stay in that harness as long as his session lasted -if he didn’t collapse 
before then. 


The first half-hour he hung, he worked with Dr. Zablocki on bending his knees actively, and moving his legs at 
the hips. The latter was easier -from shifting around in the bed, he'd effectively removed the stiffness from 
his hip joints. That was also one of the only places where he was free of injury. It only took more effort 


because of his atrophied muscles. 


His knees were harder, especially as he was working them against gravity. He wanted to pull one up to a 
ninety-degree angle, and he was sure he was exerting himself enough to do it, particularly with how much 


faster his heart monitor was going. But he'd barely hiked it up to a hundred and fifty from a straight one- 
eighty. 


Then Dr. Zablocki told him his passive range was only to a hundred and thirty. 


"So I'm only twenty degrees short of what you can make me do," Cliff realized. "Why didn't you tell me 


sooner?" 
She shrugged. "Look how hard you tried to get further than that because | didn't" 


That was followed by reassurance that his range had gotten better than it had passively, and like his arms, it 
would take some time, especially because the knee was a much more complex joint, and legs were heavier than 


arms. As his muscles came back, he would regain motion. 


The second half focused less on how much he could bend his legs, and more on building up his muscle and bone 
strength by lowering the harness to practice bearing weight. Cliff gradually got to practice working his ankles 
and pushing up onto his feet, slowly increasing the amount of weight bearing on his legs as the harness 
gradually lowered. And at the end of the session -as time was running out and his stamina was nearly spent - 
with the harness slung just low enough to let his toes touch and to let a small portion of his weight on his 
legs, he got to take a few "steps" between the bar assembly. 


"You need me to call you up some anti-inflammatories from the pharmacy?" Bernadette posed her question in 


the flattest tone possible as she checked through the room once Dr. Zablocki left. 


"Probably not a bad idea," Cliff decided, lying in bed, flat on his back, feeling fully aware of every muscle he 
hadn't moved in years. Not painfully -yef, he realized -but in the sense that parts of him were still waking up. 


Twenty minutes later, he received a dose of Toradol through his I.V. at the same time that his dinner arrived, 


and for once, he didn't have to be encouraged to eat it so the drugs didn't upset his stomach. 


Bernadette checked him an hour later to see that he hadn't become ill again, and to take note how much he'd 


willingly eaten. 

"Still think you want to push it that hard when she's back in a couple of days?" 
Cliff managed a tired grin. 

‘| might regret it in the morning when | feel what | did, but | don't care. Absolutely.” 


He knew his physical problems were just a small part of the wall of doom, but he'd decided he was on his way 


to clearing it soon enough. 


A few hours later, Cliff glanced to the whiteboard on his wall as the cuff of the sphygmomanometer tightened 
around his arm and cut his blood flow off. He read silently, held still, and waited as his registered nurse for 
the night, Ginny, pressed her stethoscope below the cuff. The metallic circle was cool to the touch, but had 
been briefly touched to something warm to keep from shocking him with cold, he noted. 


Bernadette had been there during the day shift, which meant she wouldn't be there overnight. He couldn't place 
a face with the name of Thomas Janson, but he'd seen it at least once before, and he couldn't recall him being 


uncool in any way. 


After the last few days, he did admit to himself in all fairness that it probably wouldn't be a problem with any 
nurse to do what he wanted to do next, if it had a chance of helping. Nor would it be likely when Brian 
Panapper had recommended it whenever he felt comfortable. He just didn't want to get into asking about the 
thing weighing on his chest and have his conversation cut short by a head nurse who wanted him to be 
‘sleeping! through the night -whether he was able to sleep or not. And he wanted to talk with a nurse who he 
could trust to understand him. 


He could figure out that Ginny knew plenty well who he was, but also didn't act like a rabid groupie who was 
smitten to be working with a rock star or metal god -or a former one, Cliff supposed, in his case -and figured 
that she likely was amongst his regular nurses who would be able to honestly attempt seeing from his angle. 
Opportunity knocked with nurse Thomas overseeing the hallway. 


The throbbing in Cliff's arm began to fade, and the cuff hissed as the air valve released the rest of the way 
to free him. He noticed an eyebrow raise on the right side -Ginny's left eye was hooded by a side-swept bang 
of curls that wanted to remain in the part of the 80s that Metallica had never been close to for what he 
knew. He couldn't tell if it was a critical single raise, or pleased double, until he saw her update his room 


information chart, putting his status back up a level in the right direction. 


"Your blood pressure's good tonight.” The silence broke. 
"That's cool." 
"Not feeling any pain?" 


"At least not yet, physically," said Cliff with hesitation "Not sure what the morning will bring, or how I'll feel 


when the drugs wear off." 
"Terri worked you good today." 
“Sure did." 


"You ask her to go tough, and she'll go tough alright. All in good heart though. She gives everyone tough love in 
this hospital." 


Cliff watched as the pen made contact with the clipboard holding his detailed patient notes. 

"Ginny?" 

He spat it out like it took sheer force of will, and she turned around, concerned, then strangely knowing. 
"What is it, Cliff?" 

"Have you seen other coma patients come up before?" 

Ginny hesitated, then after a few quick jots, set her clipboard down. 


‘Ive seen a few. Very little were beyond a couple of months though, and not all came back the same. | can't 


say I've ever seen anyone in your situation, but it's not unheard of." 


"For those people who did come back the same, do you know if they had trouble with anyone they cared about 


not wanting them back?" 


A shadow fell across Ginny's face as she looked him over, and it occurred to Cliff that she might have taken 
that wording as something darker than he intended. 


"Or maybe they don't necessarily didn't want them back, but didn't know how to deal with them being back? 
You know, they're scared of them once they are? Do you know if anyone else who woke up had that happen, 


and what they did about it?" 


He watched as she slowly sank down in the chair beside the bed, as though the very motion was as foreign to 


her as standing up had become foreign to him. 


"There's a lot of emotions when somebody comes up from a coma after some time -I know you've seen that. 
Unfortunately, we don't fully understand a lot of them, because it doesn't happen so often. It's difficult enough 
to grasp what the family and friends of a coma patient feel, you know, to know what it's like grieving and 
having that flip upside down again. All those changes and the uncertainty are scary, so maybe it takes them 
awhile to figure out how to approach them instead of running away. Generally speaking, that's what we see in 


recovery wards where things are progressing the way we want it to, but there's no definitive answer there. 


"But we have even less understanding of what all those emotions and the uncertainty is like for someone like 
you, Cliff. Not just those of us who work here, but everyone. There's even less people who wake up from 
comas than their friends and families, and only a small portion of those who wake up do come back the same. 
That's also a lot. To have that kind of uncertainty, and not have anyone else who's been in the same place and 


really knows, isn't it?" 


Cliff had wondered why Ginny had sat down when she looked uncomfortable to do it. At first, he'd suspected 
she was getting down on his level to be less intimidating -which was kind, but not something he would have 
demanded. 


Now he realized it was because she wasn't speaking to him as a nurse, but as a friend trying to understand 


him, with the acceptance she never fully would 


"My best guess -from any experience -is sometimes, when people see somebody they love in a critical position 
here, its scary for them. And when that gets overwhelming, its easy for them to forget that its scary for 
you too." 


Cliff nodded. 


‘It is scary. And | want to be strong for them. | don't have to be strong physically to be there -but, | don't 
know what to do if they're afraid of me." 


"Time heals a lot of wounds -and tells a lot as to what will happen. As hard as it might be on top of 
everything else to wait for, most people will probably come around with a bit of time. It's just gonna take a 
little patience -along with however much you're already using, and it adds up." 


"Do you think any of them won't come around?" 


Cliff gulped He remembered Ginny's gentle reassurance when James hadn't shown up for his scheduled visit. 
She knew that much, and he figured she'd heard through her colleagues what had happened when James did 


come. 


And of course, she'd heard Lars' wild outburst. Not that Lars hadn't been calling him. He just had yet to visit 


since that overwhelming day. 


| can't speak for your bandmates, Cliff. They're just as different as anyone else -what's right for one person 
could be entirely wrong for somebody else. | wouldn't be surprised if anyone had a difficult time readjusting 
and coming to terms, or if it's a slow process -they've got a busy life -but | wouldn't expect anyone to push 


you away. Not that | know them well enough to say that for sure." 

Ginny sighed, and there was a sad, faraway look in her eyes. 

"That's at least what | would expect from everyone here -those of us who work this ward. My work family, | 
call it. Some of us are like our family away from our family. Some of us, its our only family, and | guess the 
same could be said for a few guys in metal and rock, right?" 

Just like James. Cliff nodded. 

"My father always kind of looked after us all -I think he really looked out for them all once | was gone, and 
especially James, when we were all he had," he admitted. "Kirk has family, but he always treats us just as 


close." 


"Your father seems like a very nice man. And Kirk too. Before Bernadette left the shift to me, they were just 


on the phone with us and hospital security an hour ago." 


Cliff raised his eyebrows and tried to sit up, and now he flinched back down, as he could feel the sore feeling 
he was oddly happy to feel starting in his abdominal muscles. 


"About James?" 

Ginny nodded and held her hands up reassuringly. 

"I know what you're probably thinking about him and what will happen here. Give your dad and Kirk some time 
to talk with him and the rest of the staff on this ward. | bet you itll work itself out. You'd be surprised what 
takes place on this hall -it's a continuing story of wild events, and we've definitely got larger ones to tell than 
the other night." 

"Yeah, | think | surprised myself,” Cliff mused, cracking a sheepish grin. "As well as all of you." 


"You've been a part of it -and one we're at least glad to have." 


An alarm sounded out from a nearby room in the hallway just as soon as Ginny finished her thought, and no 


sooner was she on her feet, holding up a finger, and running for the door. 
"On my way to help, Thomas!" 


Cliff sighed with relief. Ray had promised he'd try to get things right with James as soon as they could, but 
he wouldn't have expected it to start working out as fast in terms of the hospital letting James back through 


its doors to scale the other side of the wall of doom. 


There was a point he hadn't thought of before. Just as nobody really understood his place, anyone who didn't 
work in a hospital probably couldn't fathom some of the things that took place. 


As wild as his waking was, it wasn't the only nearly unheard of thing that had happened in that hospital, and 
struggling to come up with a list in his head of uncommon things outside of coma-related things made him feel 


less like the freak and hopeless fuck-up he'd called himself two days prior. 


Though he hated to admit it, Bernadette had been right. Her scolding, which might have worked for some, just 
hadn't been the right way of telling him. What was right for one person was indeed entirely wrong for another, 
and that was different with each strange case, and each recovering patient without similar stories from the 


past to reassure them. 


Cliff didnt know what to expect from past stories. He was writing that chapter of the hospital's story with 


each step of his recovery -maybe to make some future patient's recovery easier -or maybe not. 


He didn't know if a successful ending was ahead of him or not, but he wasn't alone in his story, and in all the 
uncertainty ahead, he knew that alongside John Lindenwood, he had a friend in Ginny Pearson for making the 
connection -and for helping Kirk and Ray give James his first step up against the wall between them and 


recovery. 


She reappeared an hour later after helping tend to a patient who was abruptly struggling to breathe lying 
down, expecting that Cliff was fine for the night, but making sure he wasn't still lying awake, with more to let 
off his mind. 


"lim alright,” Cliff admitted, though he was still awake. "It's just been hard falling asleep, and | don't want to 
have to be sedated to sleep every time. Maybe that's something a little more common with people here, and 


you know what to do about that?" 


"Well, | guess it depends on why," she admitted. "Just ‘cause you're not tired from sleeping longer the last two 
nights, or thinking?" 


"Probably both," he offered, though suspecting the latter after his rigorous therapy. 


"You have a TV to watch when you can't sleep, and some people watch the music channels -if you're into that 
idea. If you don't put the volume up loud -which, that's kind of counterintuitive, | know." Ginny pointed to the 
remote on Cliff's bed table and to the TV. "Your bandmates come on pretty often -maybe you'll get some 
looks at how they've been doing. If nothing else, maybe you'll catch some other stuff you missed you're maybe 


thinking about?" 


Shortly after requesting some help with working the much more advanced TV system than what he'd ever 
known, Cliff settled in with the lights dimmed, and videos flickering over music in the background. Some, he 


watched, and others, he chose to close his eyes and imagine something more fitting than whatever ludicrous 


acting was taking place. 


It was a quieter, acoustic style ballad playing when he was left on his own for the night. "Patience," by a group 
called Guns N' Roses, it turned out, and Cliff vaguely recalled the name that seemed to have just been starting 
out before he'd spent time out of the waking world. 


He smirked ruefully at the melancholy lyrics and whistling and wondered if Ginny hadn't had the tune in mind 


with her conclusions. 


At the same time, miles away, Ray Burton was opening his front door at the bell's call to a shivering James 
Hetfield, drenched through his clothes to his skin in rain, stumbling with drunkenness, and glazed eyes that 
looked forward in agony, then darted about in frantic search of something. 


"Cliff." he murmured, not looking at Ray, or seeming to focus on anything in particular. "Cliff. Where are you?" 


Ray realized that James barely had any sense of where he was. He'd gotten there on instinct, but in his mind, 
he wasn't at the Burton family house. He was in a hotel -or outside it -in the frigid cold, just hours after the 
bus crash, waiting for Lars to come outside to drag him in and deliver what would rank as the scolding of the 


century -until Lars came up with another scolding to top it. 

Lars probably would have topped that scolding then and there too. 
But, Ray wouldn't. He'd never heard of James having flashbacks 
Because he'd never let anyone see them before. 


And for the sake of getting help, he needed to know it was safe to show them. That he wouldn't be scolded 


because he dared to show one. 


"Come on, James," Ray murmured, crestfallen as he hooked his arm around the singer and steadied him on the 
way inside. "Let's get you dried off. | think we'd better keep you here tonight. And maybe in the morning we'll 


figure out if we're gonna have you stay here a few nights." 


Another hour dissolved into the dark of night, and as the threshold of the next day neared, James was 
showered, in dry clothes, and camped out on the couch with sheets and a pillow. Ray had set him up with 
water and Sprite to sip on, a towel to fold under his stomach to help with the increasing discomfort, and a 
trash can beside the couch in case his stomach still couldn't handle the poisonous amount of alcohol he'd 


consumed. 


"Need anything else, James?" 


At Ray's voice, and the sight of his hazy, doubled outline approaching, James looked up from the couch with 
the same lost look, but this time, he shrank away, trying to huddle against the back of the couch. 


He raised his hands to shield himself, reverting to young instinct of blocking a strike, and Ray sighed as he 
knelt beside the couch and gently lowered his hand between James’ shoulder blades instead. 


lm right down the hall if you need me James. We're here for you. Right here, and you don't need to be afraid 


to come get me." 


Though clouded and unrecognizing, James took a discrete glance past his guarding arms as Ray stood back up, 


with one last thing to say before he left. 


"But if you are afraid, its okay." 


Cliff was starting to feel his eyelids grow heavy as he gazed at the screen, when he made out the hazy font 
spelling "Metallica" in the lower left corner as a new song began, and he snapped awake as a single-held note to 
the tune of E crescendoed, then abruptly gave way to a soft strikes of a drum, a bell, and an A minor 
acoustic chord that broke into a finger-picking pattern. 


Soft, but heavy. Indeed, not the Metallica he'd known, and it wasn't one of the songs Ray had gotten a chance 
to show him, but there was some recognizable character. He could reminisce on the fingerpicking bridge leading 


into the guitar solo of "Master of Puppets" to the very start of this song. 


When the distorted guitar came in with James’ distinctive snarl, and the first line of lyrics, Cliff knew that he 
would be watching the black and white images on the screen of the boy at the bottom of a deep, sandy 


chasm, as much as he wanted to imagine Metallica enjoying themselves despite his absence. 
Not long into it though, Cliff couldn't see the actor on the screen 


He saw James himself trying to escape the strange chamber or bunker -or whatever it was that he couldn't 
quite make out. It was no different than the wall of doom, and he knew all the lyrics were describing the same 


things he'd talked about with Ray the day before. 


The same reasons why James was so adverse to seeking help. And the same reasons he'd fallen so far, 
accepting it as a fight he couldn't win. 


An instrumental break came in, and Cliff could tell the gentle, fingerpicking acoustic was building up to 
something more menacing. He caught a glimpse the camera allowed of Jason, focusing hard on his bass with a 
look of torment. Perhaps it was just for the mood of the video, or maybe it was a funny face most musicians 
made while deep into playing. But Cliff could almost see him silently pleading for approval, perhaps feeling almost 


as helpless as the lyrics that unmistakably came from the scars in James’ heart. 


Cliff wondered who had gotten Kirk so riled up emotionally to unleash a guitar solo so different from his 
typical style -as to even abandon the wah pedal he'd become addicted to, as he'd heard from what Ray had 
shown him -and strangely heavier, but far more melodic. He heard the guitar rise up, charge into battle and 
fight, and just as it reached the climax, it seemed that it would win, but fell just short and resolved to the 
most despondent final phrase Cliff had heard. Holding up a white flag of surrender, as the sense of entrapment 
resumed with the solemn, subdued chorus. 


Lars was the only one who Cliff couldn't immediately see anything wrong with in the video. He was his typical 
madman self behind the drums, and being a few years back, still had his long, healthy-looking hair that could 


have made him jealous. 
But he already knew from their meeting how much he was hiding through it all. 


And James’ lyrics told just a small part of it. As he was another small chapter in the hospital's story Ginny 
spoke of. And another recovery patient going along, thinking he was a fuck-up who couldn't make it. Who, just 
like Cliff, desperately needed someone to help him see otherwise. 


He hoped that his dad and Kirk's efforts were successful, with Ginny on their side. He hoped they'd give James 
a sense that he could win his fight -to help him see that his own mistake was forgiven, even if those who had 
set him up to make it were not. 


He fell asleep with answers to strike a few lines off his list -more lines than what had been added for once, 
and he had so much he knew he wanted to talk to Brian Panapper about. 


He would have more answers, as one more character with a completed chapter of the hospital story. One who 


already had cleared the wall Cliff hoped to clear with James, together. 


